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Abstract 
 
CECELIA MOORE: “The South as a Folk Play”: The Carolina Playmakers, Regional 
Theatre and the Federal Theatre Project, 1935-1939 
 (Under the direction of James L. Leloudis) 
 
When Hallie Flanagan became head of the Federal Theatre Project in 1935, she envisioned 
the WPA jobs program as a way to develop a national theatre comprised of a network of 
government-sponsored regional theatres.  A regional plan was more than organizational; it 
was a conceptual model for a national art. Flanagan and other theatre leaders sought to 
develop dramatic works drawn from a region’s culture and history that together illustrated 
the American nation. The folk drama program at the University of North Carolina, led by 
Frederick Koch and Paul Green, was a model for regional work. This dissertation illustrates 
the ways in which the North Carolina program influenced the Federal Theatre Project and in 
turn, the ways in which Federal Theatre helped develop cultural institutions in the state.  
With few unemployed theatre professionals and conservative political leaders, the state, 
along with the rest of the Southern region, seemed an unpromising place for national theatre. 
But the Project supported amateur drama units that became vibrant community theatres and 
helped develop The Lost Colony, one of the first historical plays performed at an historical 
site. Because Koch had a national reputation for teaching playwrights to use local materials, 
the Project also placed unemployed dramatists, including future novelist Betty Smith, in 
North Carolina to develop Federal Theatre plays. These dramatists joined other writers, 
including African American novelist Zora Neale Hurston, who came to North Carolina 
   iv 
because they were interested in folk drama. Plays about the working-class folk of the nation 
highlighted race and class conflicts, placing the plan for a national theatre in conflict with 
conservative politicians. The story of the Federal Theatre Project’s exploration of regional art 
and dramatic expression in North Carolina illustrates the promise and the limitations of a 
regionalist approach to a national narrative of American community and identity. 
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Introduction 
 
In 1929, theatre producer Kenneth Macgowan published Footlights Across America: 
Towards a National Theater, a comprehensive survey of noncommercial dramatic 
organizations in the United States and Canada.1  Supported by a Carnegie grant, Macgowan 
traveled some 14,000 miles visiting community and university theatres. He counted more 
than one thousand organizations; ranging from large community theatres such as the 
Goodman in Chicago and the Pasadena Playhouse in California, which numbered their 
audiences in the tens of thousands; to university and high school programs which nurtured 
future artists and audiences; from small groups like one in Manitoba producing “Icelandic 
plays in their native language,” and “Soviet propaganda acted out in Ukrainian in Toronto 
and Winnipeg,” to theatre “expatriates of Hollywood giving a bill of Galsworthy and O’Neill 
at the Writers’ Club” in Los Angeles.2 
Macgowan, who as a co-founder of the Provincetown Playhouse was part of the 
phenomenon, assessed this “emergence of the amateurs” over the previous thirty years for its 
potential as a movement with social and artistic implications. He saw the rise of many 
different kinds of theatrical groups as a reaction to the growth of new ways to “consume 
leisure” through phonograph records, radio and moving pictures; a taking-back of 
                                                
1 The two spellings of “theater” and “theatre” are used interchangeably in the United States. When the word is 
part of an organization name or title, I have followed the spelling of the founder or author. For example, Hallie 
Flanagan always used “theatre” when she wrote about the Federal Theatre Project, while the subtitle of 
Macgowan’s book employs “theater.” Where the word is used generically, I have used “theatre.” 
 
2 Kenneth Macgowan, Footlights Across America: Towards a National Theater (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and Company, 1929), 15. 
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entertainment, of people “making the record for themselves and out of themselves.”  This 
populist resistance to popular culture, Macgowan noted, had important artistic implications 
for American theatre as well.  Audiences outside of New York, the center of professional 
theatre, which no longer had to rely on the aesthetic judgment of commercial producers and 
critics, provided a new forum for playwrights.  “Every state can find its own level of 
expression,” Macgowan observed, and “instead of the lowest common multiple of Broadway 
we have the highest common denominator of local taste.”  These efforts produced good and 
bad work, of course, yet out of this ferment a new, edgy art was emerging, art that 
commercial producers generally avoided.  Here perhaps, in this unorganized conglomeration 
of local efforts known as the Little Theatre Movement, there might arise a greater artistic 
effort, Macgowan predicted, that of a “national theater and a national drama.”3 
Footlights Across America serves as something of a prologue for the history of American 
theatre in the 1930s and the New Deal government program known as the Federal Theatre 
Project.  When the Works Progress Administration (WPA) was set up in 1935 as a jobs 
program for the unemployed, it included projects in painting, music, writing and theatre.  
Planners envisioned the arts projects also as initiatives to promote and preserve American 
culture. While the American government had supported some cultural institutions, such as 
the Library of Congress, the WPA arts projects were the first comprehensive foray into 
artistic enterprises. Unlike some European countries, the United States had avoided anything 
like a department of art or culture, preferring instead to let the marketplace shape creative 
products. This tension between the temporary relief program approved by politicians and the 
desire for a permanent arts agency among theatre producers would mark the brief history of 
                                                
3 Macgowan co-founded the Provincetown Playhouse with playwright Eugene O’Neill. Macgowan, Footlights, 
5-6, 20, 22. 
   3 
the Federal Theatre Project, the shortest-lived of the arts programs. 
The support of university theatre leaders was an important aspect of the design of the 
Federal Theatre Project.  Macgowan’s vision of a national theatre drawn from local efforts 
was shared by many of his fellow theatre producers, including the two university directors 
who led the two organizations around which this dissertation is organized: Frederick Koch of 
the Carolina Playmakers at the University of North Carolina and Hallie Flanagan of Vassar 
College and the Federal Theatre Project. Macgowan’s book was the first analysis of 
university theatres, a new phenomenon that started in the early years of the twentieth century 
with George Pierce Baker’s drama classes at Harvard University, and which gained academic 
legitimacy in the 1930s. Baker (1866-1935) was a Harvard graduate who began teaching 
dramatic literature in 1884 within the English department. In 1912, he developed the 47 
Workshop, named after the class number, to produce student-written plays and invite 
audience critique. After Harvard refused to create a drama degree, Baker moved to Yale 
University in 1925. Koch and Flanagan, along with most of the academic theatre founders of 
the era, studied with Baker.4 
This dissertation situates the history of the Federal Theatre Project within the larger 
arc of the theatre movement in Macgowan’s Footlights. When Flanagan became head of the 
Federal Theatre in 1935, she turned to her fellow directors in the Little Theatre Movement 
for ideas. Unlike the WPA projects in music, writing and art, the Federal Theatre Project had 
this network of organizations on which to base a national effort. Drama leaders from these 
organizations, including Macgowan, had been trying to create a national infrastructure for 
their movement for years before President Franklin Roosevelt created the New Deal projects 
                                                4	  Wisner Payne Kinne, George Pierce Baker and the American Theatre (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1954). Macgowan, Footlights, 107-131.  
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to put people back to work. Their efforts appealed to policy makers who needed to 
demonstrate a national impact for the arts projects.  
A major organization within this new regional movement, the folk drama program at 
the University of North Carolina known as the Carolina Playmakers, influenced Flanagan’s 
plans. Folk drama, as defined by Playmakers’ founder Frederick Koch, drew from characters 
and situations representative of ordinary, middle- and working-class people. Like 
Macgowan’s description of people “making the record for themselves and out of 
themselves,” folk drama was ostensibly written and staged by the people on which the plays 
were based.  Flanagan saw the Carolina Playmakers and other university based organizations 
as both a structure on which to build regional theatres and an aesthetic from which to create 
an American drama. In addition, Flanagan used Koch’s method for building community 
theatres through the university extension service as a model for how Federal Theatre could 
operate in small communities and rural areas where there were few theatre professionals.   
This dissertation also argues that there was another entity that was integral to 
Flanagan’s plans for a national theatre and to the growth of university theatres. That was the 
Rockefeller Foundation, a new private sector philanthropic institution, which was just 
beginning to play a major role in American cultural life.  Another foundation, the Carnegie 
Corporation, funded Macgowan’s book. Both institutions were founded in the early twentieth 
century. The Carnegie Corporation came from the fortune of industrialist Andrew Carnegie, 
while the Rockefeller Foundation was created by oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller, Sr.  
The Rockefeller Foundation’s humanities division, led by David Stevens, promoted 
regional theatre programs like the University of North Carolina and also backed the Federal 
Theatre Project.  The Foundation’s support was part of a larger interest in theatre, radio and 
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film as cultural transmitters that might be used to promote greater understanding between 
groups of people and nations. A history of the Federal Theatre Project that includes the 
University of North Carolina and the Rockefeller Foundation as the important influences they 
were reshapes our understanding of the Project and illustrates the dynamics between 
government, the private sector and the emerging philanthropic sector in the 1930s.  
The vision of a national theatre that Flanagan, Koch and Stevens promoted appealed 
to Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s choice to head the WPA. Hopkins brought a social worker’s 
background to the job. He argued that a jobs program should preserve a worker’s skills and 
thus his self-respect. No longer would government relief be associated with the humiliation 
of accepting public charity. “People in vast numbers had been put to work by the government 
before; now the problem was to sort them out, get them into their own line of work, and insist 
that the work they turn out be of a standard compatible with payment by the government,” 
recalled Flanagan. “The very name of the new organization, with its absence of any reference 
to the word relief, struck an emphasis on work growing progressively better.” Flanagan 
always insisted that the Theatre Project had a greater mission: to build support for a 
government arts agency. She undoubtedly used this message to instill relief workers with a 
sense of purpose and pride, and believed it herself to a degree. In later years though, Federal 
Theatre director John Houseman admitted that even though he believed it too at the time, the 
idea was “nonsense, of course—pure wistful thinking.” Congress and the public were eager 
to abandon government relief at the first sign of economic recovery, and the brief fling with 
art, which was the product of a time when people were ready to consider radical ideas, died 
when public opinion turned more conservative.5 
                                                
5 Hallie Flanagan, Arena: the History of the Federal Theatre (New York: B. Blom, 1965), 17; William F. 
McDonald, Chapter 1: “The Philosophy of Social Service, ” in Federal Relief Administration and the Arts; the 
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The Federal Theatre Project operated from 1935 to 1939, when Congress canceled the 
program.  During these four years, the Federal Theatre employed an estimated thirteen 
thousand out-of-work theatre professionals, most of who were clustered in New York, Los 
Angeles and a handful of major cities such as Chicago, San Francisco and Seattle. Flanagan’s 
plan consisted of professional theatre companies in major cities to accommodate the large 
number of unemployed professionals there; and also regional touring units, special units to 
promote drama in ethnic and minority communities, including African American and Yiddish 
units; and collaborations with existing community and university theatres. In North Carolina, 
Flanagan used Koch’s organization to test an idea she hoped to reproduce elsewhere: paying 
professional directors to work with amateur groups to build new community theatres. Such 
work did not employ many people; instead, Flanagan argued that the North Carolina 
experiment could build audiences.  This need for new audiences was important for any 
economic revival of live theatre, but it was also was a tenet of the Little Theatre Movement. 
The mission of “audience construction,” as Dorothy Chansky argues, was to “create and 
maintain a permanent audience class and a public belief in the importance of theatre in civic 
and personal life.”6  
Organizing people to have a stake in their own artistic production fit with the 
sentiments of the 1930s. As Frederick Allen described in his contemporary look at the period, 
Since Yesterday, the shock of America’s economic collapse had engendered a search for 
values. Across the political spectrum from radical to conservative, people questioned how the 
                                                                                                                                                  
Origins and Administrative History of the Arts Projects of the Works Progress Administration (Columbus: Ohio 
State University Press, 1969), 1-13. John Houseman, Foreword to John O’Connor and Lorraine Brown, Free, 
Adult, Uncensored: The Living History of the Federal Theatre Project (New York: New Republic Books, 1978), 
x. 
 6	  Dorothy Chansky, Composing Ourselves: The Little Theatre Movement and the American Audience 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2004), 8. 	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nation had stumbled so badly and how it might repair itself.  The “common denominator” of 
this discussion, according to Allen, was “social-mindedness,” conceived “in terms of 
prosperity or of justice or of mercy--not so much for individuals as such but for groups of 
people or for the whole nation, and also that they sought this salvation through organized 
action.” Many Americans questioned the nation’s commitment to its core political ideals of 
equality, inalienable rights and democratic government after the crash of 1929 drove millions 
of people out of work. New Deal proponents sought to reaffirm these ideals by including 
minority groups in public life. While some groups such as eastern and southern European 
immigrants were able to challenge their exclusion from civic life, others, including African 
Americans, continued to be defined as being outside of this encompassing notion of national 
identity.  Art offered a way to open up the idea of the national character, if not directly 
challenging the idea of the nation as white, then finding new ways to question it.7 
For four years in North Carolina, the Federal Theatre Project employed professional 
directors in community and children’s theatres, briefly supported a touring company based in 
Raleigh, and supplied actors and professional help for the inaugural performance of The Lost 
Colony drama on Roanoke Island in 1937. In addition, Flanagan and Koch, with David 
Stevens’ support, planned a regional theatre at the University of North Carolina. The success 
of the Federal Theatre in North Carolina was mixed.  The entire story of these efforts has not 
been told before, leaving unexplained a critical part of Flanagan’s plan for the Federal 
Theatre Project. In addition, the story of the North Carolina experiments adds to the history 
of university drama programs, social conditions for middle-class whites and blacks in this 
era, and the ways in which race relations were negotiated under Jim Crow in a cultural and 
                                                
7 Frederick Lewis Allen, Since Yesterday: The Nineteen-Thirties in America (New York: Bantam Books, 1961), 
127. Gary Gerstle, American Crucible: Race and Nation in the Twentieth Century (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2001), 6-8. 
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artistic setting. 
Although the trend to broaden the kinds of characters and types of art on stage was 
underway by 1935, the Federal Theatre Project accelerated the process.  Flanagan’s bold 
push to decentralize and democratize the American theatre brought new characters to the 
stage, and challenged expectations about whose story was part of the American scene, even 
in the Jim Crow South. Some of the North Carolina efforts had great success, including The 
Lost Colony symphonic drama in Manteo and the white community theatre in Raleigh. 
Others had modest success and some failed to sustain activities after federal funding ended, 
including a community theatre unit in the Raleigh African American community and similar 
efforts in Durham’s white and black communities.  
There are a number of historical accounts of the Federal Theatre Project, beginning 
with Arena, Hallie Flanagan’s version, published in 1940 shortly after the Project ended. 
Arena was part of a campaign by Flanagan, Stevens and others to preserve the record of the 
Federal Theatre for any future government arts agency. Flanagan’s history was an 
unabashedly positive view of the Project that focused on the ways in which peoples’ lives 
had been changed by the effort – how unemployed theatre artists had been given a new 
chance and how people from all walks of life had seen live theatre for the first time. A more 
objective account was William F. McDonald’s institutional history of all of the arts projects, 
Federal Relief Administration and the Arts: the Origins and Administrative History of the 
Arts Projects of the Works Progress Administration. Although not published until 1969, this 
book was researched and written from 1942 to 1945, not long after Flanagan published 
Arena.  The Rockefeller Foundation funded both of these books.  
The idea of a national theatre, or a government arts program of any kind, languished 
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in the 1940s and 1950s.  The necessities of wartime limited interest as artists and 
philanthropists alike worked on projects to support the military. After the war, the success 
with which conservative critics had labeled the Federal Theatre Project as a radical and 
subversive effort to promote communism intimidated many artists who had been associated 
with it. As the postwar hunt for communists at home began, some of the young theatre 
professionals who had worked for the Federal Theatre in the 1930s, including director Orson 
Welles and playwright Arthur Miller, found themselves in front of the House Committee on 
Un-American Activities (HUAC), a revived version of the House Committee that attacked 
the Federal Theatre Project in 1939.  
Artistic tastes shifted as well in the 1940s and 1950s.  The people’s art and regionalist 
impulses of the 1930s came to be seen as hackneyed and sentimental. Despite changing tastes 
in content, though, regional theatre organizations continued to thrive and grow. The National 
Theatre Conference, supported by the Rockefeller Foundation, developed multiple ways to 
keep the idea of national theatre alive through fellowships, regional conferences and 
collaborative projects. But the Federal Theatre Project, labeled first as red and then as old-
fashioned, faded from popular theatrical memory. By the early 1960s, when Congress 
established the National Endowments for the Arts and the Humanities, few people 
remembered the earlier effort. 8   
                                                
8 Donna M. Binkiewicz, Federalizing the Muse: United States Arts Policy and the National Endowment for the 
Arts, 1965-1980 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004).  August W. Staub, The National 
Theatre Conference: The First Seventy-Five Years, 1931-2006 (National Theatre Conference), accessed Nov. 
20, 2010, http://www.nationaltheatreconference.org/history.php. New radical and activist theatre trends in the 
1960s renewed interest in what had happened in the 1930s. In 1967, Jane Sherron De Hart published The 
Federal Theatre, 1935-1939: Plays, Relief, and Politics, the first history of the Federal Theatre Project, which 
placed the effort within an historical context of 1930s politics and culture. In 1973, George Mason University 
scholars John O’Connor and Lorraine Brown uncovered a vast collection of Federal Theatre Project records in a 
Library of Congress storage site. Although the administrative records for the federal program had been 
transferred to the National Archives when the Project ended in 1939, the Library of Congress had the Project’s 
production records – the playscripts, posters, programs, design records, research materials and production 
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Theatre historians have explored the radical politics of the Project and its impact on 
the professional stage. In Dangerous Theatre: The Federal Theatre Project as a Forum for 
New Plays, for example, George Kazacoff looks at some of the “social dramas” that the 
Federal Theatre produced, many of which drew unfavorable attention from conservatives 
who labeled them “radical, subversive, seditious, and lewd.”  At the same time, Kazacoff 
argues, the Federal Theatre’s inclusion of radical ideas in a government program committed 
to “saving the system” moderated the propaganda of the far left artists who felt that 
government sponsorship would “forestall the day when the revolution would finally come.” 
Cultural historians have studied the Federal Theatre Project in a similar way. Michael 
Denning’s The Cultural Front: The Laboring of America Culture in the Twentieth Century 
argues that while communists and socialists were influences in popular front politics and 
culture, they were only one part of a larger group which represented a broad spectrum of 
progressive views coming out of the labor movement that shaped film, popular music and 
literature.9  
Some histories have focused on the regional work of the Federal Theatre Project, 
although none have included the North Carolina projects. Federal Theatre initiatives in the 
South as a whole had limited success, but scholars have still used this history to explore 
power and identity struggles in a segregated society.  All of these works virtually ignore folk 
drama and the Carolina Playmakers. Yet a clue as to how Hallie Flanagan viewed the 
                                                                                                                                                  
notebooks. The publication of Free, Adult, Uncensored: The Living History of the Federal Theatre Project, in 
1978, based on these records revived the historical and artistic memory of the 1930s. Jane Sherron De Hart, The 
Federal Theatre, 1935-1939; Plays, Relief, and Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967). John 
O'Connor and Lorraine Brown, Free, Adult, Uncensored: The Living History of the Federal Theatre Project 
(New York: New Republic Books, 1978). 
 
9 George Kazacoff, Dangerous Theatre: The Federal Theatre Project as a Forum for New Plays (New York: P. 
Lang, 1989), 15-16; Michael Denning, The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the Twentieth-
Century (London, New York: Verso, 1996). 	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program’s significance was in her memoir. “If Federal Theatre had ever wanted” to produce 
plays about its regional work, Flanagan wrote in Arena, then the South would be staged “as a 
folk play.”10  
This dissertation argues that Flanagan looked to Koch’s program at the University of 
North Carolina as a logistical and artistic model for regional theatre. The University of North 
Carolina program had a successful program of academic work and extension service that 
trained drama teachers for other schools and new audiences for live theatre, both ways in 
which to communicate culture to a broader array of people. Koch’s promotion of “folk 
drama,” plays about the lives of ordinary people, was part of the larger movement in 
noncommercial theatre that its proponents saw as democratic. Koch’s use of the word “folk” 
focused on “the lives of the people” he and his students knew. Their experiences went 
beyond the knowledge of how to “weave coverlets and sing ballads,” in the words of 
historian David Whisnant, to how they had “organized unions and picketed state and national 
capitols in pursuit of their constitutional rights.” 11  
Whisnant argues in All That is Native and Fine: The Politics of Culture in an 
American Region that “systematic cultural intervention,” whether meant to be positive or 
                                                
10 Chicago and the Midwest are the subject of Paul Sporn’s  Against Itself :  The Federal Theater and Writers' 
Projects in the Midwest, while Barry Witham’s The Federal Theatre Project: A Case Study, looks at Seattle and 
Washington state. Paul Sporn, Against Itself  : The Federal Theater and Writers’ Projects in the Midwest 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1995); Barry Witham, The Federal Theatre Project: A Case Study 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003). Two works that focus on this region include Staging the 
People: Community and Identity in the Federal Theatre Project by Elizabeth A. Osborne, which has a chapter 
about Georgia, and "The Federal Theatre Project in Georgia and Alabama: An Historical Analysis of 
Government Theatre in the Deep South," by John R. Poole. Elizabeth A. Osborne, Staging the People: 
Community and Identity in the Federal Theatre Project (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); John Russell 
Poole, "The Federal Theatre Project in Georgia and Alabama: An Historical Analysis of Government Theatre in 
the Deep South,"  (PhD Diss., University of Georgia, 1995). 
 
11 Flanagan, Arena, 134; Barrett Clark, “Our New American Folk Drama,” The English Journal, v. 16, n. 10 
(Dec. 1927), 759-770; David Whisnant, All That is Native & Fine: The Politics of Culture in an American 
Region (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 13. 
 
   12 
negative, is a complex process “whose results are subject to a variety of interpretations.” His 
observation helps explain how some people could see folk drama in the 1920s and 1930s as a 
reaction against popular entertainments favored by urban working classes and immigrants, 
and thus a way to preserve the presumed white Anglo-Saxon culture of the nation’s original 
founders.  This view was reinforced by folk plays about the mountaineers of Appalachia and 
“fisher folk” of the Outer Banks. At the same time, other observers interpreted folk plays as 
radical expressions of racial and class agitation.  In this case, plays about the dire poverty of 
sharecroppers, the plight of blacks trapped in an unequal society, and striking mill workers 
were part of a progressive tendency to use art in the cause of social reform.  In the 1930s, 
folk drama became “peoples’ theatre,” a phrase adopted from socialist and communist artists 
interested in the propaganda possibilities of theatre.12  
While cultural historians studying early twentieth century community theatre and 
public performance have looked at the Carolina Playmakers as one example of a broader 
cultural movement, only one narrative history of the group exists: The Carolina Playmakers: 
The First Fifty Years, by Walter Spearman. Theatre historians have virtually ignored the folk 
drama movement since the 1940s, in part because most histories of American drama tend to 
focus on the professional stage. Beyond acknowledging the influence of the idea on 
playwrights like Eugene O’Neill and Lynn Riggs (whose play Green Grow the Lilacs was the 
basis for the Rodgers and Hammerstein musical Oklahoma), few theatre historians know 
much about the North Carolina folk drama movement.  In addition, like much of the art of 
the 1930s, folk drama came to be seen as a patronizing and corny treatment of poor white and 
black characters, as a “sentimental substitution of Americana” in the words of one 1960s 
                                                
12 Whisnant, Native and Fine, 15-16; Frederick Koch, “Making a Regional Drama,” Preprinted from the 
Bulletin of the American Library Association, August 1932, for the National Theatre Conference, 1-8, 8. 
 
   13 
critic. One needs only to think of the enduring popularity of seemingly ignorant hillbilly and 
redneck characters in television and movies to understand why artists concerned with the 
legitimacy of serious drama would flee from the idea.13 
Yet in the 1930s, Frederick Koch and his best-known student, playwright Paul Green, 
were nationally recognized for their groundbreaking work with folk drama. Their influence, 
as noted by the editor of Holland’s Magazine in 1944, “has spread indubitably into the 
associated fields of the novel, the short story, and even nonfiction works. From the basic idea 
underlying their work and philosophy stem such writings as those of Caldwell, Heyward, 
Miller, Bradford, Faulkner, Stribling,” and others.  He went on to note that there had been 
other influences on southern writers, but “the Playmakers and their example have been a 
centralizing, crystallizing and vitalizing force unequaled in southern literature to date.”14 
The Playmakers’ influence on cultural expression in the South attracted the attention 
of the Rockefeller Foundation in the early 1930s because of their fresh approach and ability 
to involve people in their own cultural expression.  As previously noted, the industrialists 
who established this foundation and several others through targeted philanthropy created 
another force in American society outside of government or religious institutions. Their vast 
wealth and intense desire to counter negative publicity about how their fortunes had been 
made at first impelled Rockefeller and others to launch improvement efforts in education and 
medicine, safe areas that could show clear societal benefit.  In the early 1930s, the 
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Rockefeller Foundation (along with its fellow Rockefeller philanthropy, the General 
Education Board) moved into social sciences and the humanities.  The former was a natural 
extension of the trustees’ interest in medicine and public health. They could help scientists 
make great discoveries in these fields, according to Raymond Fosdick, president of the 
Foundation from 1936-1948, but it would have little effect, “unless we can find successful 
solutions to some of the intricately complex and fast-growing problems of human 
relationship.”15 
The Rockefeller Foundation’s program in the humanities followed a similar path.  At 
first, mainly through the General Education Board, they funded archaeological and classical 
studies at universities, which frustrated some program officers and trustees who saw the 
effort as “buttressing scholasticism and antiquarianism.” In 1933, David H. Stevens, an 
English professor at the University of Chicago, became head of the Foundation’s humanities 
division. His appointment coincided with a new emphasis on the humanities as an active 
transmitter of culture and understanding.  The Foundation sought ways in which to bring the 
individual benefits of creative expression to more people, and more broadly, to bring about 
greater understanding between people. “The humanities should exert national and 
international influence for a reduction of racial prejudice,” noted the trustees’ report in 1933. 
“Ignorance of the cultural background of another people is at the root of many 
misunderstandings. … That ignorance can be steadily lessened by an interchange of cultural 
values, by discovery of common origins … and by the interpretation of one cultural group to 
another.”16 
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The Humanities Division of the Rockefeller Foundation had a broad mandate to 
pursue this idea, and for the next decade made grants in the areas they thought had the 
greatest potential to communicate cultural values: drama, radio and motion pictures. Their 
record of success in the last two areas was mixed, and not the subject of this dissertation. 
They had more success with American theatre.  In this area they supported university drama 
programs where leaders like Frederick Koch had built departments “with a large measure of 
freedom from traditional academic restraints,” in Fosdick’s revealing description, and a few 
community theatres that “were demonstrating that regional values in drama were as 
significant to American life as metropolitan recognition of exceptional abilities.”17  
By 1935, when the Federal Theatre Project was created, the humanities officers of the 
Rockefeller Foundation had positioned themselves strategically within this network of 
noncommercial and university theatres. Their role remained a largely quiet one, because the 
Foundation trustees preferred minimal public attention. Despite this quiet outer appearance, 
David Stevens and his assistant John Marshall were major influences on the growth of 
regional theatre and the Federal Theatre Project.  In addition, their grants to preserve the 
record of the federal arts projects helped revive the idea of government sponsored art in the 
1960s.18 
In Footlights Across America Macgowan promoted the idea of a national theatre 
organized through the regional efforts of the Little Theatre Movement. This concept 
embodied an aesthetic impetus in the 1920s towards regionalism, defined as a reaction to the 
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centralizing impulses of industrialization and also a search for something to define the 
American experience.  In Revolt of the Provinces: The Regionalist Movement in America, 
1920-1945 Robert Dorman used the words of the 1920s-era urban planner and cultural critic 
Lewis Mumford to illustrate regionalism in the interwar years.  From Mumford’s perspective, 
Dorman explained, regionalist art was embedded in a common “social heritage,” or a 
common “set of values and traditions, ultimately European in origin, shared by a 
homogenous, local and humanly scaled community.” Modernization and industrialization 
threatened to “disperse this social heritage,” according to Mumford, for “it is at the hour 
when the old ways are breaking up that men step outside them sufficiently to feel their beauty 
and significance.”  This regionalist self-consciousness, Dorman noted, was a conservative 
break with the past. It was manifested not only in dramatic movements like folk drama, but 
also in literature, painting and other arts.19  
For Mumford and other intellectuals, regionalism was also a “blueprint for social and 
economic reform,” according to Dorman. In the 1930s, this concept informed many New 
Deal programs, the development of which were influenced by social scientists like Howard 
Odum at the University of North Carolina, who argued for a regionalist approach to solving 
the nation’s economic problems. The concept of the nation as a group of regions appealed to 
Southerners like Odum who sought to define their region in ways that explained its 
distinctive history and yet still identified it as part of the nation.  The University of North 
Carolina became a center for southern regionalism because of the Odum’s social science 
program and also because of work by other faculty members on the region’s cultural and 
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literary heritage, including folk drama.20 
The regional plan of the Federal Theatre Project was problematic for a number of 
reasons.  While most of the unemployed were in urban areas, Flanagan and her associates at 
the national level of the Project tended to think of the regions as the repository of untapped 
American subject matter. They were frustrated in their desire to build an American drama by 
agency regulations that required them to keep people in the location where they had 
registered for relief, thus preventing them from easily moving personnel to regional centers. 
The national leadership often complained about a lack of enthusiasm from regional directors, 
who in turn were frustrated by a lack of qualified personnel and often hostile state WPA 
administrators who could block activity by withholding funds.  But there was also an 
aesthetic gulf between national and regional Project leaders.  One of the major findings of a 
report commissioned by the Rockefeller Foundation in 1937 was that regional directors 
thought the national office had a “strongly liberal” focus while national leaders considered 
regional directors to be “conservative persons from the provinces.” Despite initial enthusiasm 
from community and university theatre directors like Frederick Koch, the regional plans 
struggled to fulfill Flanagan’s hopes. She was especially frustrated with the South, a region 
that she felt contained “rich dramatic material in the variety of peoples, the historical 
development, [and] the contrasts between a rural civilization and a growing 
industrialization;” but which had “fewer theatre professionals in need” than any other areas 
of the country. In mid-1937, two years into the Project, the Southern region had professional 
units in only three states – Florida, Georgia and Louisiana – and the community theatre 
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projects in North Carolina. Federal Theatre efforts in Alabama, Arkansas and Texas had 
failed, while nothing at all had been undertaken in the remaining southern states. It is easy to 
understand why Flanagan held out hope for the University of North Carolina, which appeared 
to be one of the most likely institutions for sponsorship of a regional theatre.21 
From 1935 to 1939, the Federal Theatre Project funded community theatre directors 
in towns throughout the state and activities at the University of North Carolina that Flanagan 
and Koch hoped would build support for a regional theatre. Chapters One through Four cover 
these efforts. Among the community Federal Theatre units was a black drama group in 
Raleigh, one of only three such units in the South. The Federal Theatre Project was also 
involved in the inaugural production of The Lost Colony, the outdoor drama written by Paul 
Green and staged on the Outer Banks every summer for the past seventy-five years. One of 
the factors that drove Flanagan was the need to nurture playwrights, to find and nurture an 
“American Shakespeare,” someone who would be one of the nation’s definitive voices. The 
Federal Theatre sent playwrights to the University of North Carolina to encourage their 
work.22 
The theory of the Works Progress Administration – work in exchange for relief – was 
a contested concept from the agency’s inception.  The WPA was the largest of the New Deal 
job programs and the most excoriated. Critics coined the word “boondoggle” to describe the 
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effort and joked that WPA stood for “we piddle around.” Conservatives thought the program 
cost too much and that the federal government should leave the administration of relief to the 
states, while liberals thought that President Roosevelt was allocating too little money to 
really make a difference.  Business leaders charged that government jobs competed unfairly 
with private industry and encouraged workers to stay on relief.  State government leaders 
objected to the amount of federal influence on local affairs, and argued that the tax dollars 
from states with smaller populations disproportionately supported cities, where most of the 
unemployed lived. The professional WPA jobs division, of which the arts projects were part, 
especially invited scorn.  When Congressional leaders confronted Roosevelt over the cost of 
relief, they focused on the arts projects as a particularly egregious example of government 
waste. Worried about the leftists in Roosevelt’s administration, conservatives charged that 
the arts projects were a vehicle to communicate pro-new Deal and communist propaganda.  
Even as Flanagan and Koch continued their plans to build a Federal Theatre regional 
center at the University of North Carolina, southern Democrats including North Carolina 
Senators Josiah William Bailey and Robert Reynolds, opposed the WPA. Threatened by 
Roosevelt’s efforts to broaden democratic participation and his support for minorities and 
labor unions, the conservative southern Democratic bloc in Congress united to counter the 
threat.  They objected to many aspects of Roosevelt’s New Deal; although they differed on 
other issues, they united over arts projects that encouraged the voices of those who had been 
silenced – black and white – in the South. With the most to lose in an expanded democracy, 
Southern Democrats were the least interested in cultural pluralism. 23 
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Flanagan thought that the South held the most potential for dramatic material 
because, as she noted, the region had a “variety of peoples” each with their own heritage and 
culture. But she also cited its “historical development,” a reference to the region’s history of 
slavery, secession and segregation, and the “contrasts between a rural civilization and a 
growing industrialization,” both of which offered the potential for race and class conflicts, 
and conflict is essential for dramatic structure. Race and class conflict existed in other parts 
of the country and did serve as dramatic material for Federal Theatre plays about 
contemporary social issues, but Southern politicians were the most vocal in resisting such 
depictions.  In general though, the promotion of an egalitarian, pluralistic nation was not an 
easy sell anywhere. Despite the 1930s impetus to define the nation as a diverse collection of 
peoples or regions, the tendency to define “American” as white and Anglo-Saxon persisted.24 
Creating art that represented the nation was a formidable challenge, as was finding an 
audience for that art. Flanagan was outspoken about the need for the Federal Theatre to 
reflect the various regions and peoples of the nation, and she positioned the Project to “self-
consciously cultivate a culture,” according to Rena Fraden in Blueprints for a Black Federal 
Theatre. This impetus drove the effort to promote a “Negro theatre,” as well as the regional 
work. Fraden suggests that both ideas were based on nebulous concepts of what was “Negro” 
or “American,” neither of which completely told the experience of individuals identified as 
such.  The artists involved in the Negro units, Fraden points out, had differences of opinion 
over skin color, class, nationality and the authenticity of a performance, yet artistic decisions 
and the search for an audience was based on the concept of “Negro” as a singular thing. This 
                                                                                                                                                  
Constraints: North Carolina and the New Deal (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1992). 
 
24 Flanagan, Arena, 81. 
 
   21 
was the same challenge for a national theatre, she suggests. Although the Federal Theatre 
encouraged regional theatre that celebrated the diversity of America, often their appeal was 
to the idea of “American,” with the similar challenge of securing the support of a local 
audience.25 
Theatre directors are for the most part optimists. This dissertation tries to show that 
Flanagan, Koch and their fellow directors who came from the community and university 
theatre movement believed fervently in the power of theatre to build an audience by engaging 
people in their own artistic production. They believed in Macgowan’s observation that 
theatre should counter the growth of the popular entertainments of phonograph records, radio 
and movies, and that active participation in art would encourage this movement.  Their 
optimistic belief permeated both Koch’s plans for a regional, or folk, drama, and Flanagan’s 
plans for a national theatre.  This analysis of their intertwined experiences restores folk 
drama to the influential role it had on the Federal Theatre Project. The North Carolina 
community drama activity, the plan for a regional center at the University of North Carolina, 
the production of The Lost Colony, and the effort to nurture playwrights who would tell an 
American story illuminates the ways in which theatre artists in the 1930s tried to build new 
institutions, propose solutions to social unrest, and craft an approach to the arts that was 
definitively American.  Folk drama and regional arts were ways to define an aesthetic that 
was inclusive, egalitarian and at the same time, distinctive from the homogenizing influence 
of the mass culture taking shape on the radio and in the motion pictures. 
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Chapter I 
 
Regionalism, Drama and Relief 
 
There never was a community of people who got together and said, why don’t we have a theatre? We need a 
theatre. Where are the actors?  That never happened in the history of the world.  A few hams got together and 
said, Let’s get up on the stage and do something. In the cave somebody stood up and told a story.  Nobody said 
let’s have a story, until they’d heard a story.  
Attributed to Orson Welles, date unknown. 
 
Actor, director, producer and enfant terrible of American show business, Orson 
Welles was one of a host of artists who worked for the Federal Theatre Project in the 1930s. 
These “hams” momentarily persuaded the American public that the government should be 
involved in the storytelling that communicates a nation’s culture and values; that, to 
paraphrase Welles, the country was a community in need of a theatre. Welles worked only 
briefly with the Federal Theatre Project, but produced some of its most memorable work, 
including an African American version of Macbeth, an innovative production of T.S. Eliot’s 
verse drama Murder in the Cathedral and a radical labor musical, The Cradle Will Rock; the 
last of which led to a dramatic, politicized split between him and the Project. He had nothing 
to do with the Federal Theatre work in North Carolina. Yet his which-came-first observation 
illustrates the way in which the artists involved in the short-lived Federal Theatre Project, 
including key North Carolina figures, drove the program and attempted to enlarge the 
relationship between theatre artists and society.   
The Federal Theatre Project was instituted as one of a group of arts projects within 
the Works Progress Administration (WPA) in 1935, a temporary jobs program to meet the 
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emergency of the Great Depression, with the intent of dismantling it when the economy 
revived. But the theatre artists involved always envisioned their particular project as 
something more, as the first step on the road to a national theatre. They ignored the political 
impulses that resisted the liberal New Deal policies that made the Theatre Project possible in 
their quest for a greater objective. This vision made their endeavor a hodgepodge of idealistic 
plans and improvisational responses; a clash of new art and conservative politics. 
Congress singled out the Federal Theatre Project for cancellation in 1939 amidst 
charges of communism and propaganda, but the radical plays it produced were only a small 
part of what was undertaken in its four years of existence. For every Orson Welles who 
brought notoriety to the Project, a score of lesser-known artists worked for the Federal 
Theatre across the country and in a variety of enterprises, including community theatre, 
vaudeville, marionette shows, radio, circuses and dance. At its height, the Project employed 
over thirteen thousand people in twenty-seven states, more than accomplishing its charge to 
put unemployed theatre artists back to work during the Great Depression. Millions more 
Americans attended Federal Theatre’s free and low-cost performances, which introduced 
theatre to many who had never seen a play. Although the largest group of theatre relief 
workers was in New York, where the professional stages of Broadway were the center of 
American theatre, other units staged performances in large cities such as Los Angeles, Seattle 
and Chicago, and in more remote places like Valley, Nebraska, Timberline Lodge, Oregon 
and Manteo, North Carolina.26   
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Perhaps the most radical aspect of the Federal Theatre was not any particular 
production, but this insistence on creating something permanent.  The Federal Theatre 
leaders who saw the jobs program as a way to lay the groundwork for government 
sponsorship of the arts saw it as their chance to build a national theatre apart from the 
commercial entertainment of Broadway. The need to provide jobs throughout the country fed 
into their desire to “decentralize” the theatre, to establish a regionally-based network of 
theatres.  The idea was geographical and philosophical.  The Federal Theatre leaders believed 
that the greatest repositories of the nation’s myths and stories, the art that would help a 
democratic nation define itself, was to be found in the nation’s regions.    
The theatre artists selected to organize the Federal Theatre Project came from 
movements that began decades earlier in universities, experimental and community theatres 
throughout the country.  Their concept of regional art developed from new ideas in 
anthropology and sociology about what culture was and how artistic expression could best 
disseminate that culture across a vast and diverse nation. Project leaders thus tried to 
implement a vision for a national theatre that encompassed Broadway but also included 
regional centers, theatres that were closer to the people and supposedly the heart of the 
nation’s culture and values. They relied on models such as a university-based drama program 
in North Carolina known as the Carolina Playmakers, one of the most prominent promoters 
of regional drama since the early 1920s.  In this way, the Federal Theatre Project was an 
extension of activities that had been underway for years even as the tumultuous atmosphere 
of the 1930s forced artists and audiences alike to reconsider the theatre’s place in American 
life. 
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A National Movement 
 
The growth of community and experimental theatres and university drama programs 
in the 1910s and 20s, which came to be called generally the Little Theatre Movement, was in 
part a rejection of a commercial theatre dominated by formulaic plays targeted to an upper-
class audience and popular entertainments like vaudeville which thrived among the working 
classes. The Little Theatre Movement also had roots in Progressive Era reform-minded 
community pageantry and playground activities.  Pageants, which were elaborate productions 
based on a town or an institution’s history and performed by people who lived in the 
community, developed with the rise of fraternal and civic betterment organizations.  Staged 
in countless cities and towns in the early years of the twentieth century by these reform-
minded middle class organizations, pageantry was proposed as a way to unite a community, 
to improve people through exposure to art, and to better the community by working 
together.27  
A similar reform impulse motivated social workers and educators to use drama in 
urban settlement houses to instruct and to provide safe, socially acceptable recreational 
outlets for immigrants, workers and children. Taking their cue from the Playground 
Association of America founded in 1906 to promote the benefits of supervised recreation for 
children, social workers dealing with new urban populations of industrial workers and 
immigrants promoted various activities such as folk dancing and drama. They saw such 
artistic endeavors as a way to promote physical exercise and to communicate American 
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history through direct experience. They believed that such social recreation could help 
mitigate the negative aspects of a modern industrial society, in which rapidly growing urban 
populations held the threat of “uncontrolled public action,” as sociologist E. A. Ross noted in 
an article titled “The Mob Mind.” Cut loose from their original communities, such workers 
had little sense of their responsibilities as citizens within a democracy and were susceptible 
to “currents of opinion” that threatened mass action.  Unlike the corrupting influences of 
commercial entertainments, these activities of playground and recreation center promised to 
reinforce and communicate democratic values. What pageantry and settlement house theatre 
and the playground movement had in common was the belief that participatory art had the 
potential to educate and improve the community’s members in ways defined by a dominant 
cultural middle class.28  
Various iterations of amateur drama developed from these origins, including 
community or little theatres, which were usually membership organizations producing 
popular plays, and experimental theatres that focused on new plays and new techniques of 
presentation. Some of these endeavors turned into professional companies, while others 
remained steadfastly amateur, evoking that word’s origin in the Latin verb amare, to love. In 
Chicago, for example, the Hull House Players began in Jane Addams’ settlement house in the 
1890s and grew into a vibrant amateur community theatre that staged plays by “serious, 
social and foreign playwrights,” such as George Bernard Shaw well into the 1930s. In 
somewhat similar fashion, the Neighborhood Playhouse in New York began in 1915 as part 
of the Henry Street Settlement House, where sisters Alice and Irene Lewisohn taught folk 
customs and dances. Their effort soon evolved into a dramatic enterprise and they eventually 
                                                
28 Ross quoted in Glassberg, Pageantry, 53-4, 199. Albert Shaw, ed. “Communal Play-Making,” The American 
Review of Reviews, Sept. 1916, 312-313. 
   6 
built a theatre building and staged new works, turning the company into a professional 
enterprise.  Playwrights organized companies as well. Perhaps the best known of these was 
the Provincetown Players, first organized in 1915 at the artist’s colony in Massachusetts, by 
Eugene O’Neill and others.29  
University-based drama programs were another aspect of this new theatre 
phenomenon. At first part of English or literature departments, they eventually came to 
define a separate discipline focused on developing new artists; training directors, teachers, 
technicians and actors; establishing performance standards and guidelines; and building new 
audiences. By 1929, there were more than one hundred drama programs at colleges and 
universities, staging plays on campus and on tour.  The acknowledged pioneer in this effort 
was George Pierce Baker (1866-1935), who began teaching at Harvard University after 
graduating from the institution in 1887. Baker taught playwriting and in 1905 developed the 
47 Workshop space to produce student-written plays and invite audience critique. Baker’s 
graduates included an impressive array of people who became leaders in university, 
commercial and noncommercial theatre in the following decades, making him one of the 
major influences on the little theatre movement.30 
Some of these programs were based at state universities, where the promotion of 
community drama was integrated into extension programs and viewed as an integral part of a 
mission to help communities improve themselves. Such projects existed at the University of 
Wisconsin and Cornell University in New York, for example. Graduates from university 
drama programs like those in North Carolina, Wisconsin, the University of Iowa, Cornell and 
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the University of Washington, were building similar programs at other colleges and 
universities. The programs were also beginning to produce new playwrights whose work was 
filtering into the professional theatre.31  
By the late 1920s, the little theatre movement in the United States had an estimated 
1,800 producing organizations ranging from noncommercial art theatres like the 
Provincetown Players to numerous university and high school groups.  This work had begun 
to have an influence on the commercial theatre world. The staging of Eugene O’Neill’s 
Beyond the Horizon on Broadway in 1920, which also won the Pulitzer Prize that year, was a 
clear indication of this trend. But during the same period, another movement with negative 
influences on theatre was underway. The dramatic growth in popularity of movies and radio 
drew people away from live theatre. This was especially devastating for the part of the 
business known as “the road,” the touring companies who presented stock classics and 
vaudeville acts, which attracted working class audiences and reached areas beyond the 
largest cities.  
Silent movies appealed to working class people and a burgeoning immigrant 
population learning English, while theatre continued to attract the middle and upper class 
audiences who could afford the ticket price. The class divide was well defined by 1915, when 
theatre critic Walter Prichard Eaton addressed the issue in the Atlantic Monthly.  An 
estimated ten percent of the nation’s population was attending movies daily, and Eaton 
outlined the reasons why the working classes might prefer them. For the price of one balcony 
seat in a playhouse a “wage-earner” could take his entire family to see an evening’s worth of 
movies. The movie house was in all likelihood close by, while the playhouse was outside of 
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his neighborhood.  “He will not be segregated from the rest of the audience,” Eaton noted, 
sitting apart from “the class which employs him by day.” This prototypical wage-earner paid 
the same price as every other audience member, Eaton continued, had as good a seat and had 
seen the same actors and performance, a reference to the fact that less-experienced or less-
talented actors performed in the smaller theatres and on tour companies. Those audiences 
never saw a Broadway cast.  “It will require a tremendous deal of ‘educating’ before you can 
persuade such a man to invest a dollar and a quarter instead of twenty-five cents … on a 
single evening’s entertainment, and to invest it in a theatre where he enters by the back 
stairs.”32  
Some observers saw that theatre could not exist on the revenues from an elite few; if 
the art form was to survive at all, it must find a way to be relevant and affordable to a broader 
audience. Eaton argued that even more importantly, it needed to stay close to the working 
classes.  “The wage-earners of a nation, who have lived perpetually close to the sterner 
realities,” he noted, “supply an element which the drama needs to achieve the universality 
and power demanded of any truly national expression of the arts.”  A civic theatre, like 
schools, libraries and museums, would be an effective tool for disseminating the  “culture” 
that was a “bulwark of civilization,” Eaton believed, and a unifying social force to counter 
growing class antagonisms.33  
Eaton and others in the little theatre movement looked to Europe for examples of the 
kind of national theatre they hoped to create in the United States. In France, Germany, 
Ireland and Russia, four of the most notable examples, artists had developed new work based 
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on native materials that had eventually moved into state-supported theatres. Americans often 
cited the Théâtre-Libre in France and the Freie Bühne in Germany for their promotion of 
new playwrights; likewise, the Abbey Theatre in Ireland, home to William Butler Yeats’s 
plays based on Irish and Celtic legends; and Stanislavsky’s Moscow Art Theatre in Russia, 
founded in 1897 and after the 1917 revolution a state-supported national theatre.  What these 
efforts had in common was a commitment to material based on a nation’s cultural heritage 
and a willingness to experiment. Subsidized ticket prices gave playwrights and actors the 
ability to develop plays without the need to make a profit, and the large audiences from all 
classes that inexpensive tickets brought in helped make the material a cross-section of 
interests and expression.34 
In the United States, where there was little interest in government subsidized art, the 
theatre continued to decline at the expense of motion pictures, now with the added feature of 
sound, and the radio.  By 1928, the once-extensive network of vaudeville theatres that 
spanned the country and employed thousands of live entertainers had been converted almost 
entirely to movie houses.  Only four vaudeville theatres survived, in New York, Chicago, 
Philadelphia and Los Angeles. There were an estimated 14,000 movies houses wired for 
sound, attracting 70,000,000 admissions a week.  Radio stations proliferated throughout the 
1920s. National broadcasters including the National Broadcasting Company (NBC) and 
Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) began providing content to local stations by 1927, 
when an estimated one-quarter of American households owned a radio set. People now had 
the option of staying home and being entertained in the comfort of their living rooms. 35 
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Meanwhile, the various entities of the little theatre movement continued to grow at 
the grassroots level across the country. Leaders made various attempts to put together a 
national organization to facilitate communication among these independent dramatic efforts 
and to collectively address the issues facing American theatre. One such attempt was the 
National Theatre Conference formed in 1931 with philanthropic support from the Carnegie 
Foundation. The Conference organized members through nine geographical regions, each 
with a director who acted as a clearinghouse for theatrical activity in his or her region. By 
then, these artists had come to think that the national theatre they sought would never happen 
in New York, but instead would spring from these grassroots efforts. As early as 1915, Lady 
Isabella Augusta Gregory, one of the founders of the Abbey Players, advocated such a plan 
on a tour through the United States.  “I am still full of the idea that [a national theatre] will be 
started in America--a tree with a root in every state,” she told Kenneth Macgowan. He 
agreed, arguing in 1929 for a “national theater” like the “complex of richly productive local 
playhouses in duchies, principalities, and free cities which served Germany so well before 
the war.” No one as yet had convinced American politicians to involve the government.36  
Interest in a network of regional theatres came instead from an altogether new entity 
in American society, philanthropic foundations.  By 1931, the year that Carnegie made its 
first grant to the National Theatre Conference, there were a handful of very big foundations, 
                                                                                                                                                  
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 8; Flanagan, Arena: The History of the Federal Theatre (New York: B. 
Blom, 1965), 13; Paul Starr, The Creation of the Media: Political Origins of Modern Communications (New 
York: Basic Books, 2004), 348-349. 
 
36 August W. Staub, The National Theatre Conference: The First Seventy-Five Years, 1931-2006 (National 
Theatre Conference), accessed Nov. 20, 2010, http://www.nationaltheatreconference.org/history.php, 4-5; 
MacGowan, Footlights, 3-4. Some of the NTC’s first efforts were to establish theatre libraries and publish 
informational booklets to address the lack of access that many communities had to theatre information including 
playscripts. The NTC was also able to negotiate on behalf of its membership for exemption from the 
Professional Theatre Code, which set work and wages for theatrical unions like the Theatrical Stage Employees 
and Motion Picture Machine Operators. 
 
   11 
the largest of which were those created from the industrial fortunes of Andrew Carnegie and 
John D. Rockefeller Sr. Both the Carnegie Corporation and the Rockefeller Foundation were 
notable not only for being the first of their kind, but also because their vast financial 
resources gave them the ability to focus a substantial amount of money on large, complex 
issues.  In the face of the great crisis of confidence in democratic systems brought on by the 
worldwide economic collapse, the board of the Rockefeller Foundation added to its interests 
the exploration of cultural values and the use of artistic expression to communicate these 
values.  
 
Movements for a Democratic Culture 
 
The Rockefeller Foundation, chartered in 1913 with an initial endowment of $100 
million, was one of the first of a new kind of charitable giving mechanism. Unlike direct 
support for various groups in temporary need, the philanthropic foundations created by John 
D. Rockefeller, Sr., Andrew Carnegie and a handful of other multimillionaires sought to have 
a permanent effect by addressing the root causes of society’s problems. Instead of directly 
making charitable gifts, although each of them continued to do this as well, these nineteenth 
century industrialists instead placed a portion of their vast fortunes in the hands of financial 
and academic advisors. The hands-off approach was an attempt to shield themselves from the 
onslaught of appeals each received and to counter negative press about their business 
dealings. But it was also a way to apply systematic and scientific methods to fix large, 
intractable problems.    
Like Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates in the 1990s, John D. Rockefeller Sr. in the 
1910s had an almost unimaginable amount of wealth with which to experiment with such 
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grand ideas.  By 1913, he had made extensive charitable gifts through his church and had 
already experimented with at least two grand ideas, establishing the University of Chicago in 
1890; and the General Education Board, an effort to promote education in the South, 
especially among African Americans, to which he eventually gave $42 million. He could do 
more though; his philanthropic advisor, Frederick Gates, finally told him that, “Your fortune 
is rolling up, rolling up like an avalanche! You must distribute it faster than it grows! If you 
do not, it will crush you and your children and your children’s children.” Gates had the idea 
of “permanent corporate philanthropies” that would be managed by a group of people and 
give to education, science, the arts, and other areas for the common good. 37  
Rockefeller and Gates purposely kept the Foundation’s charter broad, so that its 
managers through the years could have the greatest flexibility. With a mission to “promote 
the well-being of mankind throughout the world,” the Foundation Board had the innovative 
charge to commit funds and undertake any kind of project it saw fit to anywhere in the world. 
In its early years the Foundation focused on public health and medical education; issues that 
furthered progressive ideals of applying science to alleviate problems.  John D. Rockefeller 
Jr., one of the Board members, also felt that these areas would be noncontroversial, an 
important issue since his father had recently emerged from the Standard Oil scandal. 38 
In 1929, Rockefeller Foundation trustees under the leadership of a new president, 
Max Mason, undertook a broad reorganization. The new structure clustered the philanthropic 
interests of the trustees into five divisions — medical sciences, international health, natural 
sciences, social sciences, and humanities.  The overall focus remained on the “general 
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problem of human behavior, with the aim of control through understanding,” as articulated 
by Mason. The Foundation had been making modest grants in the humanities, but with a 
relatively conservative focus on scholarly exploration and preservation. Now the trustees 
wanted to expand the study of culture beyond “antiquarianism” and “the traditions of polite 
scholarship,” to how the humanities might play a more active role in transmitting “cultural 
values” to society through mass communication.39  
Rockefeller Foundation trustees were interested in the concept of culture being 
developed in the new fields of anthropology and sociology. Where before culture was seen as 
a static thing, an aggregation of man’s highest achievements to be passed onto to future 
generations, now it came to be seen as a process. In her comparative study, Patterns of 
Culture, published in 1934, anthropologist Ruth Benedict theorized that any human society 
developed certain characteristics over others, that individuals born or raised in that culture 
did not inherit but learned these characteristics, and that culture was not fixed, but could be 
changed and reshaped.  Benedict argued that the study of various cultures was relevant to 
contemporary society, where the proponents of “Western civilization” ignored the “cultural 
basis of race prejudice,” and continued to promote racial superiority and racial purity. Both 
concepts permeated American and European ideas, the latter most notably in the racial 
theories of the fascist movements.  “Modern existence has throw many civilizations into 
close contact,” Benedict argued, “and at the moment the overwhelming response to this 
situation is nationalism and racial snobbery. There has never been a time when civilization 
stood more in need of individuals who are genuinely culture-conscious, who can see 
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objectively the socially conditioned behaviour of other peoples without fear or 
recrimination.”40  
The new direction of the Humanities Division was a move away from the 
consideration of culture as something to be preserved and toward a broader idea of culture 
dissemination. As described by the Division’s new director, David H. Stevens, the 
Foundation directors had previously supported the “humanities of learning,” the study of 
society’s “cultural inheritance,” and now they would look to the “humanities of expression,” 
that is the support of individuals who combined a knowledge of “cultural inheritance” with 
new self-expression. In this context, the term “culture” was used not only to describe a 
community or people’s way of life, but also as the forms of artistic expression 
communicating that culture. Stevens was interested in newer forms of mass communication – 
radio and film – but also saw the university- and community-based drama movement as a 
potential form of cultural communication. All three mediums offered a way to expand the 
forum for presenting ideas – bringing in new voices and promoting a democratic approach. 41 
The new focus of the Humanities Division, staffed by Stevens, an English professor 
from the University of Chicago, and John Marshall, an English professor from Harvard, was 
developed from 1929 to 1933. That year the Foundation began funding university drama 
programs, beginning with a grant to the University of North Carolina. This effort expanded 
the following year to Yale University, the University of Iowa and other institutions, all to 
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support the training of people for work in school and community drama.   Culture was not 
“something to be acquired,” Stevens noted in a report to the Board, but “what we have,” and 
finding out what culture the nation had “lies in an exploration of our regional life.” Using 
regional materials in creative expression was part of “the discovery of ourselves,” Stevens 
argued, and Frederick Koch’s work in folk drama at the University of North Carolina, a 
significant piece of the little theatre movement, particularly interested him.42 
By the time that David Stevens and John Marshall met Frederick Koch, he had been a 
teacher and folk-play promoter for more than twenty years. Although he had built one of the 
first university drama programs in the South at the University of North Carolina, his roots 
were distinctively Midwestern.  Koch’s approach to folk and regional art was similar to other 
writers, scholars and artists who came from immigrant and working classes and who were 
often the first in their families to go to college. His background was not unlike that of 
Midwest novelist Willa Cather, who grew up in the Nebraska frontier and after several years 
spent in Pittsburgh and New York, left the cities behind and wrote about the region of her 
childhood in novels like My Antonia and O Pioneers! 43 
 
Pioneer Playmaker 
 
Frederick Koch (1877-1944) grew up in Peoria, Illinois, and studied at Ohio 
Wesleyan University, Emerson School of Oratory in Boston, and Harvard University. His 
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father had emigrated from Germany at the age of five with his parents.  The eldest of nine 
children, Frederick was the only one interested in the theatre.  Like Cather, Koch fled the 
small towns of the Midwest, heading to Boston and the stage after a bachelors degree at 
nearby Ohio Wesleyan. He worked as a professional actor during and after his studies at 
Emerson, but after five years, like Cather, Koch left the city behind. In 1905, he turned down 
an offer to join a professional acting company and instead returned to the Midwest, to a 
teaching job at the University of North Dakota in Grand Forks.44   
There, Koch taught playwriting and staged plays on campus and on tour, traveling 
with his student actors some eight hundred miles across the state in his first year at the 
University.  Koch adapted what he had learned from his Harvard instructor, George Pierce 
Baker, about the new movements in playwriting in Ireland, France and Germany. He staged 
the works of the Abbey Players on campus and encouraged his students to use folklore and 
family experiences of their own frontier and farm life as dramatic subject matter.  He also 
developed the idea of “communal” writing, assigning eighteen students to write The Pageant 
of the North-West, drawn from historical material about the European settlement of the 
area.45  
Koch described his dramatic work as helping to bring a new “folk consciousness” 
alive in a form that was a “more democratic” expression of “all the people.”   He believed 
that “folk drama,” as he called it, would lead to the development of new writers and artists to 
interpret the American experience. His model was the phenomenon of William Shakespeare 
in English drama. Shakespeare came along when he did, Koch argued, because the English 
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had a tradition of amateur artistic expression: “after the continuing efforts of many 
generations of folk-players, after slow years of experimentation in which every English 
tradesman had a part.” 46 
He did not restrict the idea to the popular view of folk culture as isolated communities 
not yet touched by modern society. Instead he argued that the “ballads and lore of an outlived 
past” existed “side by side with the new life of the present day.”47 This emphasis on a drama 
of everyday life, if not always labeled “folk,” was prevalent throughout the noncommercial 
theatre movement chronicled in Footlights.  Drama critic Barrett Clark tried to define the 
idea of folk or “native drama” when he wrote “It is concerned with country people—at least 
with those who don’t live in large cities; generally with farmers and artisans rather than with 
the wealthy and idle; it is nearly always distinctly localized,” and is “at its best a serious 
presentment of human beings in situations which are familiar to the inhabitants of the 
neighborhood.”48 
Koch’s success brought him to the attention of leaders at the state university in North 
Carolina. University president Edward Kidder Graham was interested in the Midwestern 
public universities that had taken a more active role in their states, creating extension 
services that extended learning to people beyond the student body, and applied scientific 
knowledge to help public education, economic progress and civic betterment. Graham was 
interested in cultural projects like Koch’s community drama that could use the state’s people 
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and their heritage to promote unity across class lines and demonstrate to a national audience 
that the State was a progressive enlightened place with culture, in the artistic expression use 
of the term.49 
Nothing better illustrated Graham’s hopes for Koch’s work in North Carolina than 
Baltimore journalist H. L. Mencken’s 1917 critique of the South, titled “The Sahara of the 
Bozart.” Using a mock misspelling of beaux arts, the French term for fine arts, Mencken 
claimed the region was a cultural desert. Where once there had been a civilization, Mencken 
argued, there was now “a vast plain of mediocrity, stupidity, lethargy, almost of dead 
silence.” Drama received special mention: “The little theater movement has swept the whole 
country, enormously augmenting the public interest in sound plays, giving new dramatists 
their chance, forcing reforms upon the commercial theater. Everywhere else the wave rolls 
high-but along the line of the Potomac it breaks upon a rock-bound shore. There is no little 
theater beyond. There is no gallery of pictures. No artist ever gives exhibitions. No one talks 
of such things; No one seems to be interested in such things.”50   
Mencken argued that there had once been culture in the antebellum South — a 
“civilization of manifold excellences” — but that was destroyed by the Civil War. Now, 
according to Mencken, what was left was “poor white trash,” those people descended from 
the lowest class of “Celtic” immigrants; what was left of white southern aristocratic blood 
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was found in their “mulatto” descendants who, he believed, were responsible for cultural 
advances happening in the black race.51  
Whether Koch’s folk drama was going to recover a lost civilization or refute the myth 
by demonstrating that the New South possessed a vital culture was an open question. The 
region was certainly different from the Midwest. Koch probably felt that he had some 
understanding of the South because his mother, Rebecca Julian, was from Mississippi. There 
her family had owned one of the largest antebellum plantations and been leaders in the 
Confederacy.  Koch occasionally used this fact to claim empathy with southern audiences yet 
there is little else in his background to indicate that he was prepared for the racial segregation 
and social conservatism of the Jim Crow South.  One of his earliest experiences at the 
University of North Carolina was a presentation by a Ku Klux Klan organizer.  The 
“mysterious Mr. Smith” found few volunteers, according to an account in the student 
newspaper, and skepticism from several audience members including Koch.52 
Koch’s rhetoric about folk echoed the language of white supremacy but also moved 
beyond it and challenged it in subtle ways.  He spoke to elite white audiences about the  
“customs of the first English settlers” that were still practiced in the “backlands” of the Great 
Smoky Mountains and “among the dunes of the shifting coast.” At the same time he told 
black audiences that they also had a culture that offered “a rich fund of folk lore, a great 
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heritage,” the interpretation of which “should be made by the colored people themselves and 
for themselves.”53   
Throughout the 1920s, Koch’s students wrote a great variety of plays, producing a 
vivid picture of the South as a region where “the ballads and lore of an outlived past” existed 
“side by side with the new life of the present day,” according to Koch.  While some of these 
plays drew on old legends, many more were serious attempts to paint a realistic depiction of 
the “folk” students knew.  While Koch defined the “folk” as “living simple lives apart from 
the responsibilities of a highly organized social order,” in his students’ plays the folk were 
white mill workers on strike, black sharecroppers fighting economic injustice, and mixed 
race characters trapped in hopeless situations, a reflection of the paradoxes and conflicts of 
Southern life.54   
Each year a selection of the student-written one-act folk plays were produced on 
campus and taken on tour by the students throughout the state and beyond.  Local newspaper 
reports of the performances noted the experience of seeing something completely new on 
stage. People spoke of the Carolina Playmakers as “interesting North Carolinians’ in 
themselves,” and that audiences saw in their work “the portrayal of things as they actually 
exist in North Carolina.” Despite their local subject matter, the plays seemed to these 
observers to be “essentially akin to the life of the nation as a whole because they deal with 
human nature,” and they are “marked by vitality and truth.”55 
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The North Carolina folk plays garnered favorable attention at the national level as 
well, as theatre critics took note of this distinctive piece of the little theatre movement. 
Professor Koch has “developed something unique in playmaking,” observed theatre scholar 
Arthur Hobson Quinn in 1927 as he reported on the singular achievement of two plays from 
North Carolina on the professional stage in New York that season. An article in Theatre 
Magazine reported on a visit to New York by the Carolina Playmakers two years later. “The 
rare characters and the homely qualities of these plays of the Carolina soil linger in one’s 
memory,” the writer noted.  Watching them “we feel for the moment that we too are just 
‘folks’—along with those other folks on the other side of the footlights.”56 
Perhaps one of the most illustrative stories about the impact of the North Carolina 
folk plays was one that Koch often repeated, about a play called Fixin’s, The Tragedy of a 
Tenant-Farm Woman. A “little drama of the grinding poverty of the sharecropper’s life,” 
according to Koch, Fixin’s told the story of a wife who wants to be able to buy “purty things” 
or “fixin’s” occasionally and a husband who cannot figure out a way to escape the financial 
trap of sharecropping. The play ends with the wife leaving her husband. After a performance 
in Atlanta, according to Koch, before a “sophisticated audience,” a man visiting the city told 
him afterward, “that little play got me so much that, before I went to bed, I went to the 
Western Union office and telegraphed some flowers to my wife in New York!” The harsh 
and nearly hopeless circumstance of the sharecropper’s life was not lost on audiences either. 
When the play was performed in Greensboro, North Carolina, the local reviewer wrote, 
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“Fixin’s presented a scene of such stark and terrible reality as to make at least one person in 
the audience want to rise up and say, ‘This thing has got to be stopped.’” 57 
The playwright who came to be the most closely associated with folk drama was the 
co-author of Fixin’s, and author of one of the plays of the notable 1927 New York season. 
This was Paul Green (1894-1981), a North Carolina native who studied with Koch from 1919 
to 1921. In addition to Fixin’s, which he wrote with his sister Erma. Green wrote other 
successful plays as a student and later as a professor at the University. In 1927, Green had 
two of his plays staged in New York, a singular distinction for a young playwright. One of 
them was In Abraham’s Bosom: The Tragedy of a Southern Negro, for which he won the 
1927 Pulitzer Prize.58  
Green’s success was a notable achievement for Koch and the University of North 
Carolina program.  In addition, Koch could boast of another graduate, the novelist Thomas 
Wolfe (1900-1938), who published Look Homeward, Angel to critical acclaim in 1929. Other 
graduates were now in charge of university and community theatres across the country. Four 
volumes of student folk plays had been published by Henry Holt and Company of New York, 
collectively selling more than eleven thousand copies. The program had received positive 
critical attention from theatre critics and educators, and was an acknowledged force in the 
world of regional theatre.59 
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The idea of a network of regional theatres or even a little theatre movement had, as 
yet, not coalesced into a unified force.  In 1928, New York Times theatre critic Brooks 
Atkinson surveyed the state of things from a southern regional conference Koch convened at 
the University of North Carolina. Atkinson noted that the organizations at the conference and 
elsewhere in the country were producing significant new work like that of the Carolina 
Playmakers, work that had the potential to produce a “native drama” rooted in “the manners, 
prejudices, problems and aspirations, the history and the present” of the country. The number 
of theatres seen as part of this movement had increased a great deal, but Atkinson thought as 
a movement the effort was “still much too scattered, uneven, complex and formless” to even 
identify it as such. Most directors were too involved in managing their local situations to care 
about a national organization, he observed. “After a brisk and blunt debate” about the 
potential advantages of such an entity, “they committed themselves to only the barest 
expression of general approval.”60  
 
The Promise of Regionalism 
 
Regional organization was in the air of Chapel Hill in the late 1920s. While Frederick 
Koch was preaching the benefits of a drama based on a regional folk, a fellow faculty 
member was arguing for regional definitions of society’s economic and social problems, and 
using folk characters to illustrate his ideas. Sociologist Howard Odum (1884-1954) had 
arrived at the University two years after Koch to build a new department and set up research 
programs to study the region’s problems. Odum’s interest was social planning, although he 
saw art as part of the educational process necessary for social improvement. He argued that a 
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regionalist approach to economic and social questions would help achieve “a more perfect 
union and reintegration of all parts of the national without the old sectional conflict,” 
between the South and the rest of the country.  It offered the opportunity to “equalize more 
nearly wealth and standards of well-being in the different parts of the United States.” 61  
By the late 1920s, Odum was one of the leading social scientists in the nation and was 
a member of President Hoover’s Research Committee on Social Trends. When the economy 
crashed in 1929, Odum and other regionalist voices became a major influence on President 
Roosevelt’s approach to the crisis.   As governor of New York in 1931, Roosevelt had been 
the opening speaker at the first conference on regionalism, held at the University of Virginia, 
where he evoked Thomas Jefferson’s memory to call for “planning for the days to come.” 
That was a call regionalists answered when Roosevelt became president in 1933 and 
launched the New Deal programs to return the nation to prosperity.62 
Regionalism informed New Deal programs, as Roosevelt and his administrators 
formulated ways to address the crisis of the Great Depression. By 1935, a regional approach 
was a familiar way to organize public works programs.  The creation of the federal arts 
projects within a new relief program, the Works Progress Administration, offered the chance 
to promote the regional arts that proponents of the little theatre movement, among others, 
argued would form a national movement.  Their ideas about regional theatre as a democratic 
movement that engaged more people in the process meshed with the practical need for a 
federal program to benefit every region in the country. 
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While earlier New Deal projects had temporarily employed people, the Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) was an entirely new approach to the problem of chronic 
unemployment because it paid people to work on specific projects using the skills they had 
instead of providing charity. Through the WPA, the federal government assumed the role of 
employer for people on relief rolls who could work, while leaving with state and local 
governments the traditional role of charity relief for those who could not work.  For the first 
time, the government sought to employ white-collar workers in jobs that matched their 
training and experience. Such workers comprised about eleven percent of the nearly five 
million workers on relief in early 1935. Roosevelt argued that charity was “a narcotic, a 
subtle destroyer of the human spirit,” and that keeping people employed in jobs for which 
they were qualified would keep their skills high and make it easier to return them to private 
industry. Both he and Harry Hopkins, the man who headed the WPA, believed that the 
government should address the psychological problems of being unemployed in a society that 
valued people by their work. Make-work projects and “the dole” did nothing to help restore 
self-confidence and sense of worth. 63 
Harry Hopkins had developed this approach to unemployment early in his career.  
Roosevelt and Hopkins first worked together in New York, when Roosevelt was governor 
and Hopkins managed that state’s relief program.  A graduate of Grinnell College, Hopkins 
became a professional social worker, starting in New York settlement houses in 1912.  He 
had first used the idea of putting unemployed people to work in the recession of 1915. By 
then Hopkins was working with the Association of Improving the Condition of the Poor, and 
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when he learned that the Bronx Zoo needed workers, he put together a project whereby the 
public parks commissioner, who had no public funds to improve the zoo, hired the 
unemployed to do the work. He used the same model in 1930, when he was able to put a 
hundred thousand men to work on city projects.64 
Within the professional category of WPA projects, Hopkins and Roosevelt decided to 
set up projects for artists and writers. There had been modest art projects in earlier New Deal 
programs. However, the WPA arts projects were unlike anything that had been tried before. 
Dubbed Federal One, they included separate projects for art, music, theatre and writing. 
Roosevelt and Hopkins justified them by claiming that artists got just as hungry as anyone 
else and that as much as any other worker they were entitled to employment.  For the theatre 
directors and educators who had always believed that the government should fund a national 
theatre, this was a signal that the arts, just like business and agriculture, was a valid 
concern.65    
Frederick Koch identified with this idea, since he had always been a proponent of the 
value of art to educate and uplift in a democratic society. “In these simple beginnings … lies 
the way toward a new social order,” Koch wrote in an editorial in support of the Federal 
Theatre Project. “There are idle hands on every side. We must restore to these the means of 
re-creating a world in which every individual will have a part. … For culture is not a toy for 
the few who can afford it, but a necessity for all.” His claims provided a hint of how Federal 
One’s various directors would try to operate, by engaging less with the highbrow art world of 
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the wealthy and more with the populist movements like folk drama in the various regions of 
the country.66  
Unlike previous relief programs, which distributed funds to states for dissemination, 
the WPA was controlled from Washington.  This set up a different dynamic between the 
agency and Congress, since state level WPA officials were federal employees whose 
appointments required congressional approval. This gave congressmen a measure of control, 
since they now could hand out patronage jobs previously controlled by governors. Hopkins 
retained final approval of all WPA projects, so while he had to cooperate with Congress, he 
could also use his approval as leverage to keep them supportive of New Deal policies.67   
Within the WPA, the federal arts projects had a different reporting structure, placing 
each project’s national director as the top official to initiate projects that their regional and 
state directors carried out. State WPA administrators were charged with supporting these 
projects even though they had no say about the content or the personnel. From the 
perspective of the arts projects directors, this meant that its leaders could assure a certain 
level of quality and also control the cultural message. The structure did contribute to 
administrative confusion and also had the negative effect of confirming opponents’ 
suspicions that the arts projects would be a propaganda machine for Roosevelt.68 
Hopkins’ choice of director for the Federal Theatre Project confirmed his decision to 
pursue a national program. He turned to a leader in the little theatre movement, Hallie 
Flanagan (1890-1969), founder and director of the Vassar College Experimental Theatre.  
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Like Hopkins she was a graduate of Grinnell College, where she began her theatre career.  
She studied with George Pierce Baker at Harvard from 1923-25, and returned to Grinnell’s 
theatre program before being recruited to Vassar.  In 1926 she received a Guggenheim 
fellowship, the first to be awarded to a woman, to study comparative methods of theatre in 
Europe and the Soviet Union.    
Flanagan’s work at Vassar garnered critical notice in the theatre world.  She was well 
known for her 1931 play, Can You Hear Their Voices?, a dramatization of the Arkansas 
drought. The play was a stark depiction of the desperate plight of farmers waiting fruitlessly 
for help from the government. Flanagan had also written extensively about her experiences in 
Europe.  Hopkins was interested in what Flanagan had learned about government theatres 
there, particularly in Czechoslovakia where the government had a relationship with the 
university. He wondered if it would be possible to set up a similar relationship in the United 
States, since schools and universities already had the facilities. 69  
Hopkins’s choice surprised observers who assumed that he would select an 
experienced commercial producer. But those producers had virtually abandoned the road, and 
the elite world of Broadway was not enough of a venue for a national idea.  Also Roosevelt 
was clear that the focus of WPA projects was the person — that is, those who needed work 
— and there were tens of thousands to put to work all across the country. Hopkins also 
needed political support beyond the commercial stages of Broadway, and for that, Flanagan’s 
reputation in and knowledge of the noncommercial regional theatre world was important. 
“It’s got to be run by a person who sees right from the start that the profits won’t be money 
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profits,” Hopkins told her. “This is an American job, not just a New York job. I want 
someone who knows and cares about other parts of the country.”70   
Hopkins further emphasized his commitment to regionalism when he chose to 
announce Flanagan’s appointment in July 1935 in Iowa at a meeting of the National Theatre 
Conference, the group that seemingly had the capability to implement the idea. Their meeting 
coincided with the opening of a new theatre building at the University of Iowa. E. C. Mabie, 
head of the University’s theatre program, was an energetic advocate for the Federal Theatre 
Project. In the weeks leading up to the July meeting he vigorously campaigned for other 
regional theatre directors and interested parties to attend so they could be involved in the 
planning, especially to advocate for setting up regional theatre centers.  Mabie wrote North 
Carolina playwright Paul Green, urging him to attend, noting, “If your voice is not heard now 
the plan which is adopted will be formulated by politicians and commercial producers in 
New York who want the government to be angel to New York productions.” He urged Green 
to be there to represent playwrights and the southeastern region. The Federal Theatre Project, 
as described by Mabie, would “lay the foundation for the development of a truly creative 
theatre in the United States with ... centers in each of those regions which have common 
interests as a result of geography, language origins, history, tradition, custom, occupations of 
the people.” Flanagan’s appointment meant that Hopkins accepted the regional idea, Mabie 
noted, declaring that now was the time for Hopkins and Flanagan to hear from those “in the 
theatre with broad social vision.”71 
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Hopkins’ support for a regional effort was practical as well as philosophical.  
Opposition to the WPA, including the arts projects, began immediately.  Charges of make-
work projects to benefit political patrons occupied many newspaper editorials. Critic H.L. 
Mencken described the WPA as a “slush fund” that would buy votes for Roosevelt’s 
reelection in 1936, while other editorials quickly attached the new slang word for relief — 
boondoggle — to the arts projects. Hopkins thought that an arts program that had a presence 
in every region and every state offered the possibility of broad congressional support in the 
face of this opposition. A taxpayer-funded project should not benefit one region 
disproportionately, and the local benefits that communities received would bring positive 
attention to the effort. 72 
The professional projects faced a particular challenge in this regard; the vast majority 
of unemployed white-collar workers were in cities. The Theatre Project may have been the 
most extreme example of this problem, because the vast majority of unemployed theatre 
workers were clustered in the theatre capital of New York and the motion picture capital of 
Los Angeles.  Flanagan and her advisers thought that they could counter this by setting up a 
theatre center in each region and use touring companies to reach the rest of the region. They 
would deploy unemployed workers among the regions.  This would earn the support of many 
more congressmen and senators and further their own goal of promoting regional theatre. 
Throughout the summer of 1935, Flanagan consulted with a variety of theatre leaders 
around the country who helped her envision how a coalition of regional theatres could 
function effectively. This work was supported by David Stevens of the Rockefeller 
Foundation and General Education Board, who authorized a grant of $25,000 through the 
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latter to the American Council on Education. This grant was designated for “administrative 
and training costs of the Works Progress Administration Arts Project that could not be 
provided under the terms of the Federal appropriation,” and Flanagan used it to cover travel 
costs to recruit university drama directors like Koch.73  
Flanagan decided to establish regional centers in New York, Los Angeles and 
Chicago first, and then add cities in the Northeast and South as leaders in those regions got 
organized. Each of these centers would host a professional company to produce plays and 
also be a teaching and research resource for actors, technicians and playwrights. Emphasis 
would be on producing new plays as well as canonical works and “everything that 
commercial theatres cannot always afford to try.”  In addition, the centers would have touring 
companies that would take professional-quality productions to rural audiences.  The federal 
agency would guide and ensure they worked together. “Each region could develop its own 
drama in its own pattern,” Flanagan noted, “yet all regions could improve standards by 
pooling experiences, and all could decide mutually upon the lines of activity to be stressed.”  
This mutual collaboration would be a “federal” effort, Flanagan decided, a word that implied 
cooperation rather than the word “national” which she felt implied imposition from above.74 
Involving the semiprofessional artists of the different kinds of regional and 
educational theatres and employing those who might be out of work because of a lack of 
talent posed problems unique to the arts projects within the WPA. How to find a balance 
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between inclusion and quality? The Theatre Project’s directive was to employ everyone who 
was eligible, yet all of the arts program directors knew that it was also important to have 
aesthetic standards in order to be taken seriously by their respective professional 
communities. Setting a high standard for quality, while aesthetically desirable, would have 
employed fewer people and been inconsistent with WPA goals.  Conscious of the conflict, 
Flanagan and the other arts directors attempted to do both. Flanagan set up professional 
companies in New York, Chicago and other major cities where there were significant 
numbers of unemployed professionals, and paid for professional staff to work with amateur 
community theatres in other places.75 
This tension between inclusion and quality marked the relationship between the 
regional centers and Federal Theatre Project leadership throughout the Project’s short four-
year life. Regional theatres were generally more conservative in play choice than the Federal 
Theatre Project professional units in New York, aware of their very different audiences. 
Flanagan’s experience as a theatre director had been in a university setting that was open to 
experimentation. She had to rely on regional directors to say what would play in their areas, 
but was often frustrated by their reluctance to push boundaries. To make matters worse, these 
issues were entangled with the confusing reporting lines and shifting regulations that marked 
the operation of the WPA.  All of these concerns played out with one of the first regional 
centers that Flanagan wanted to establish with Frederick Koch and the Playmakers in North 
Carolina. 
After the National Theatre Conference meeting in Iowa, Hallie Flanagan started 
contacting some of the fifty plus directors and playwrights who had been there.  In addition 
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to Mabie in Iowa, there was Gilmore Brown of California’s Pasadena Playhouse, Glenn 
Hughes from the University of Washington, Frederick McConnell at Cleveland Playhouse, 
John McGee of Birmingham Little Theatre and Frederick Koch in North Carolina.  At the 
meeting, some regional directors had expressed concern about government censorship, and 
Harry Hopkins promised them a “free, adult, uncensored theatre.” Their initial concern thus 
addressed, more practical questions arose. Every one of these potential regional directors had 
a full-time job running a theatre company or a university department or both. They did not 
know if their board or university leadership would support such a project. They did not know 
if they would want to work with the unemployed artists available (the question of talent), and 
they were unsure about how to integrate this work and these workers with their current 
operations.  Would the promise of money from the federal government be worth the trouble 
of extra scrutiny and extra paperwork?  In North Carolina, for example, Frederick Koch was 
struggling to overcome a serious reduction in state support. The state had cut appropriations 
for the University by twenty-five percent in 1929-30, and another twenty percent in 1930-31. 
Faculty had seen their salaries cut by thirty percent. Ticket revenue from Playmakers 
productions, covered nearly all of the non-salary costs of the drama program, had seen a 
drastic decline due to the depression. Only Rockefeller Foundation support was keeping the 
program alive.76 
Koch and his associates, playwright Paul Green and professor Sam Selden, met with 
Flanagan in New York after the Iowa announcement. She proposed that Koch lead a mid-
Atlantic region centered at the university in Chapel Hill, while John McGee at Birmingham 
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would manage a region of the lower southern states. Koch and his colleagues must have 
expressed doubts about the viability of the project, because Flanagan followed up this 
meeting with multiple letters to Koch and Green urging their participation.  “It is unthinkable 
that any great theatre project should be launched in America without your support,” she 
wrote Koch in August 1935. A week later she repeated her plea: “I feel myself that the 
project presents such wonderful possibilities for permanent development of the theatre ideas 
which you yourself have worked for, that I cannot conceive it going forward without you.”77  
In addition to managing the financial situation, Koch was immersed in plans to make 
drama studies a separate department with a graduate program, and to finance a new building 
and endowment for the program with Rockefeller Foundation support. Flanagan and Mabie 
assured the North Carolina contingent that the Federal Theatre plan to build regional centers 
would augment their efforts. At their urging, Koch submitted a proposal in late August that 
reflected this dual purpose. He proposed forming a professional repertory company 
comprised of unemployed workers based at the University that would tour the region. In 
addition, he wanted to hire additional technical assistants, employ another sixteen people to 
work with communities and schools throughout the state, and put young playwrights in 
residence at Chapel Hill to study with Green. His needs list for this plan also included a new 
building.78  
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Flanagan’s reaction was positive, but included bad news.  Only ten percent of a 
project’s total cost could be used for nonlabor expenses such as building construction or play 
production expenses, reflecting the primary WPA goal of spending money on unemployed 
people.  She hoped that the university would act as a sponsor and absorb other expenses. 
Koch responded that the university was not in a position to provide any support and the 
drama program would struggle to cover production expenses. As if returning to an issue that 
had been talked about before, Koch also fretted about how to coordinate the work of his 
students with “unknown professional actors and directors on relief,” implying that such 
people might be either untalented or undesirable influences on young people. Flanagan urged 
Koch to be patient as the final regulations were still being worked out in Washington and to 
begin organizing in North Carolina by compiling a list of his graduates who were 
unemployed. She promised him an executive director, someone who would help him manage 
the additional workload. 79  
Every aspect of the shape of the Federal Theatre had this kind of half-information, 
half-promise aspect as Flanagan raced to launch a project that did not have firm parameters 
or organizational structure. Because it was an emergency relief project, her charge was to 
start immediately and organizing regional centers was only one of a host of tasks in front of 
her. At the same time she was trying to hire her own staff, find commercial producers to help 
with the New York units, and negotiate with theatrical unions including Actors Equity. She 
also had to encourage various agencies to devise regulations to cover activities that had never 
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been done by the federal government, including the paying of royalties, collecting and 
distributing box office revenue, and moving touring companies across state lines.  
Flanagan convened eleven regional directors in Washington, DC in early October 
1935. Most of the final WPA regulations had been worked out, so they finally learned about 
the administrative and bureaucratic challenges awaiting them.  There were an estimated 
thirteen thousand unemployed theatre workers nationwide, though as yet mostly unidentified; 
and Congress had stipulated that ninety to ninety-five percent of WPA workers had to come 
from those currently on relief rolls. The arts projects’ unique reporting structure meant that 
while Washington chose the projects to be supported, state WPA officials administered the 
funds even though they had no voice in approving or disapproving projects. Regional 
directors had to work with these state officials administratively, even though they reported to 
Washington through Flanagan.  Labor and administrative expenses had to be tracked and 
reported on specific forms, as did virtually everything else about the project. This was a new 
level of accountability for most theatre leaders and artists. Hopkins and Roosevelt had 
stressed speed, so there was a great deal of pressure to get underway quickly, even though 
initial plans were still being formulated. In the face of such challenges, Flanagan reminded 
the regional directors that quality still mattered. “If we have 6000 theatre people on relief we 
all know that probably 4000 of them are not of the calibre to experiment,” she admitted. 
Success depended not on numbers alone but also on the directors’ ability to revitalize the 
theatre by imagining it in different ways. She reminded them that this was an opportunity 
because they had new support for their ideas.  Hopkins had promised that they could turn 
back to relief rolls anyone not employable in the theatre, and that they should focus on 
creating theatres “so vital to community needs” that support would be assured afterward.  
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The immediate focus was how to help the unemployed, Flanagan concluded, “however, let us 
continue to think how it can help the theatre.”80  
After the regional directors’ meeting Koch changed his tone.  He wrote Flanagan that 
he was “more enthusiastic than ever before” about “the opportunities the F.T.P. holds toward 
a new People’s Theatre in America,” and that he was sure that “you will lead us through the 
maze of impediments to high and permanent achievement.” Koch indicated he was ready to 
help, but without an assistant it was difficult to get started.  Flanagan responded by sending 
John McGee, the former Birmingham Little Theatre director who was organizing another 
regional unit in Alabama, to help temporarily. Koch and McGee met with state WPA 
administrators and secured the involvement of Mary Dirnberger, a Playmakers alumnus 
working for another WPA program, the National Youth Administration.    
Dirnberger was a 1929 graduate from Koch’s program who was skilled in 
playwriting, set design and theatre management. After graduation she moved to New York 
where she ran the Week-End Players, a small theatre company at Christadora House, a 
settlement house. She soon became another unemployed theatre artist and returned to North 
Carolina and the University.  There she managed the campus bookstore and did graphic art 
for the Playmakers and other campus organizations. Her experience in the little theatre world 
was a valuable asset for the North Carolina Federal Theatre plans.81 
McGee expressed reservations to Flanagan about Koch’s commitment, noting that 
Koch was “already overloaded with executive details,” but that he was overestimating how 
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much time the Federal Theatre stuff would take once set up.  He suggested to Flanagan that 
she move Virginia and South Carolina to other regions but leave Koch over North Carolina 
“so that his influence and name may not be lost to the program;” a move that Flanagan 
approved. It was the end of October and as yet no money had been disbursed in Washington 
for any of these activities, leaving Koch and McGee to wonder how it all would come 
together. 82 
In early December 1935, the final regulations were issued for administering the 
Federal Theatre Project. Regional directors found more challenges to their participation. 
People on relief could only be employed in the state where they had registered for relief, 
making a plan like North Carolina’s impossible.  A regional theatre centered at the university 
depended on bringing people to North Carolina from elsewhere since it was unlikely that 
they would find a sizable number of unemployed theatre artists there.  In addition, only those 
registered for relief before November 15, 1935, were eligible for any WPA job. 
Unemployment roll surveys revealed that many eligible theatre professionals had not 
registered as such and others had not registered at all, depending instead on savings and part 
time jobs. Thus the task of finding those who could be qualified was even more complicated, 
as the surveyors had to interview individuals to determine eligibility.83 
Koch continued to have doubts about his own involvement.  Reassurances from 
Flanagan and McGee kept him on board for the moment, along with the enthusiasm and 
support of the North Carolina WPA officials, who committed themselves to the success of 
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the theatre projects.  “We are delighted that a National Drama Project has been set up,” May 
Campbell, the state official who would administer theatre projects, wrote Flanagan. “North 
Carolina is very much interested in a project which involves play production, since Professor 
Koch has done so much to make us drama conscious.” Not every regional director enjoyed 
this level of enthusiasm.  In Iowa, for example, E. C. Mabie battled a state WPA director who 
refused to deal with work for artists until all other WPA projects got underway and insisted 
on selecting his own person for the assistant directorship of the theatre project despite 
Mabie’s protests. 84 
Frustrated by the confusing messages from Washington, Koch expressed his 
confusion on a visit to New York to a reporter for the New York Herald Tribune:  “It was our 
hope that sections of the country lacking in entertainment might have a chance to get 
professional talent,” the article quoted him saying. “Suddenly Federal headquarters, wherever 
it is or whoever it is, decided we might only use unemployed theater workers who lived in 
the various regions. Of course that means New York, Chicago and Hollywood. Actors pour 
into those centers because there is the greatest activity in the professional theater. In the 
South people are eager and ready for peoples’ theaters. If we could use Federal theater talent 
it would be a great thing for development of the American theater.” Flanagan promised Koch 
things were getting underway, if not yet in North Carolina. “We now have over 6,000 people 
on the Federal Theatre payroll,” she wrote him. “Some fifty plays are now in rehearsal from 
coast to coast … nine are in rehearsal right here in New York.” That included, she noted, 
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Jefferson Davis, a play that McGee and Koch had proposed, with actors chiefly recruited 
from the South.85  
The Jefferson Davis play was being planned to tour the South after it opened in New 
York as a way to put professional theatre into the region. It was already apparent that it 
would be difficult to set up more than a handful of professional companies there. “Such 
projects are likely to be limited to a half dozen or eight cities,” Koch and McGee had 
reported. “The most significant work with this region,” they concluded, “can only be 
accomplished” by putting together a company in New York. The two have some projects in 
mind, especially a proposed collaboration with the United Daughters of the Confederacy for 
a play to celebrate the seventy-fifth anniversary of the beginning of the Confederate 
government. Flanagan had agreed to the plan. 86 
In addition to this touring company plan, Mary Dirnberger was busy developing more 
ideas for North Carolina.  She organized a volunteer committee to survey the relief rolls for 
theatre professionals and to solicit communities for potential projects.  The committee 
included Wilbur Morgan, another Playmakers alumnus who already had a Federal Theatre 
unit organized in Asheville; N.C. Newbold, who was in charge in public education for blacks 
in the state; Charles Stapleton, a recreation director in Goldsboro; Janet Bluethenthal, 
president of a little theatre group in Wilmington; and Raymond Taylor, head of the drama 
                                                
85 “Red Tape Knots Itself Around W.P.A. Theater,” New York Herald Tribune, 15 December 1935, 1; 
Flanagan, Arena, 107-09; Hallie Flanagan to Frederick Koch, Dec. 11, 1935; Hallie Flanagan to Frederick 
Koch, Jan. 8, 1936, FTP-NA. 
 
86 Of the eleven states comprising the Southern region, (Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, 
Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Texas, Arkansas, Tennessee, Oklahoma), eight (NC, GA, FL, AL, TX, OK, AK 
and LA) initiated projects in 1935, and of those, only four, (NC, FL, LA and OK) had active projects in 1939 
when the Federal Theatre Project ended.  Flanagan, Arena, 81-113. Frederick Koch and John McGee to Hallie 
Flanagan, Nov. 14, 1935, FTP-NA; De Hart, The Federal Theatre, 56-59; Hallie Flanagan to Jacob Baker and 
Bruce McClure, n.d., FTP-NA; John McGee to Mrs. Collier, Nov 19, 1935, FTP-NA. 
 
   41 
program at the Women’s College in Greensboro. Their work revealed forty-six eligible 
people on relief and an additional seventeen unemployed not eligible for relief but who were 
qualified for theatre work.87  
With eligible workers too scattered and few in number, Dirnberger knew they could 
not create professional companies. She turned to another idea.  A provision in WPA 
regulations made funds available to pay professional directors to work with community 
theatres as a leisure-time activity. She soon had a list of eleven such projects to submit for 
approval, in the cities of Carrboro, Charlotte, Durham, Goldsboro, Greensboro, Greenville, 
Manteo, Plymouth, Raleigh, Wilmington, and Winston-Salem; with two separate community 
theatre projects for blacks in Raleigh and Durham. Each project would employ a theatre 
worker from relief rolls to work with volunteers to create a community theatre, direct 
productions and acting, set construction and other theatre arts.  A state director would 
coordinate and help each project, while Koch would serve as adviser.88   
The state could be used to demonstrate how Federal Theatre might work in small 
towns and rural areas, Flanagan thought. She envisioned each community assuming the cost 
of support of the theatre once they saw its value and the economy improved. While these 
were modest projects, they built on the previous work of the Playmakers in the state, ensured 
some support went to North Carolina and kept Koch, an influential regional leader, involved. 
Eventually they would find a way to set up the regional theatre that both Flanagan and Koch 
wanted. She urged Koch to consider the long view: “I believe it is just the beginning of the 
Federal Theatre,” she wrote him in mid-December. Over time the Project would not be 
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limited to simply employing those on relief therefore, “I do not feel that your efforts will be 
lost but rather that they will be a part of the entire plan.”89    
Mary Dirnberger, who had been named North Carolina state director for the Federal 
Theatre, was realistic about the plans they had made in her initial report to Washington 
officials. Community theatre projects in small towns might produce quality work if the paid 
director was successful at leading the group and garnering community support. She 
expressed doubts about the success of a professional touring company though. From her 
experience, she observed, “the expense of traveling would eat up the receipts. A company 
could not play in the same town for more than two nights to an audience of any considerable 
size, because the population of even our larger towns, are limited.” The Jefferson Davis 
company would soon test her assessment. 90 
Before it could get to the South, Jefferson Davis had to open in New York, where it 
inadvertently became the first Federal Theatre production on Broadway and part of the first 
political troubles for the Project. The resulting publicity afforded New York theatre critics a 
chance to bash the Project and the South.  Organizing the New York unit of the Federal 
Theatre, with an estimated three thousand unemployed workers available, was a struggle that 
played out in the press. In addition to the challenge of getting this number of people hired 
and auditioned, assigned to specific productions and on a payroll, the New York Project 
leaders had to also negotiate with unions and hostile commercial producers who saw them as 
unwelcome competition.   
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In mid-January 1936, when the Jefferson Davis production was announced, some 
fifteen different Federal Theatre shows were in rehearsal with several in Broadway theatres 
scheduled to open before Jefferson Davis. Rehearsal problems delayed some, while the first 
Broadway play slated to open was shelved after a very public dispute with Washington. That 
play was Ethiopia, a dramatization of the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in an experimental 
format called a living newspaper. When State Department officials learned that the play 
would depict the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini in a negative light, they pressured the 
Project to consider the possible “international complications” and change the script.  Elmer 
Rice, head of the New York Federal Theatre unit, resigned in protest, telling the whole story 
to the press.91 
The dispute made southern members of Congress aware of the Federal Theatre plan 
to produce scripts with social content. As columnist Drew Pearson reported in the 
Washington Herald, the issue was not international but domestic. Southern sharecroppers 
were organizing and word was that the Federal Theatre was planning a script on their plight.  
Jacob Baker, Hopkins’ assistant director, was dispatched to assure Southern Congressmen 
there were no plans for plays about sharecroppers, and he pointed to the upcoming 
production of Jefferson Davis as a beneficial production for their region. Baker’s efforts 
probably did not reassure them; especially after the New York critics had their say about this 
southern play.92  
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Jefferson Davis, written by John McGee, opened on February 18 and played for three 
nights. It was a dull play, consisting of a series of scenes in which characters presented 
various political viewpoints, with little action or dramatic tension, interspersed with musical 
interludes including Dixie. A “sombre pageant,” Time Magazine called it. “Nobody publicly 
rose to question the anomaly of employing Federal funds to present a waxworks glorification 
of an arch-enemy of the Union,” the Time reviewer continued, “but the venture was damned 
on practically all other counts.”  Variety criticized the overly long script and weak acting, and 
wryly noted that the worry that brought Ethiopia down — depicting foreign rulers — 
apparently did not apply to “officials of the Confederate cabinet.” Despite its flaws, he noted, 
“when the crackers get a peek at those gray uniforms the old rebel yell is likely to resound … 
down in the cabin and cotton country.” The New York Times reviewer noted that, “Some of 
the author’s phrases are not the phrases of the Broadway theatre of this year; they sound 
pretentious,” but praised the actors as “believing implicitly in the matter in hand, which is 
what the best players of the theatre should do.” Damning with faint praise, perhaps, but like 
the other critics, implying that the material was probably good enough for a backward 
provincial region.93 
The conservative New York Herald Tribune reported a disagreement between the 
head of the New York chapter of the United Daughters of the Confederacy and the UDC 
sponsorship committee chairwomen who had commissioned the play. “The country is now so 
re-united I think it is a pity to bring up the old issues,” the New York chapter president said, 
adding that she thought it was a mistake to present the play “in the North.” One of the 
committee chairwomen objected that the show was “inoffensive to Northerners.” Even 
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Flanagan’s defense of the production revealed prejudice about the region. She claimed it was 
intended for southern audiences, implying that they would not be as critical. Later she 
observed that, “It speaks very well for the magnanimity of the public and the critics that they 
forgave us this indiscretion.”94 
After New York, problems dogged the production’s tour, including the unexplained 
failure of the United Daughters of the Confederacy to hold up their end of the bargain. After 
a confused and generally unsuccessful series of stops in Virginia, the company arrived in 
Raleigh in March, where the local Daughters chapter was enthusiastic and helpful and the 
play warmly received. But the student newspaper panned the performance in Chapel Hill. If 
“this is the best show the Federal Theatre has to offer, then God save the Union--dramatically 
speaking,” the reviewer exclaimed. Again it was the script that was lacking. “It simply 
doesn’t have dramatic appeal, except to Civil War veterans, Daughters and possibly to 
historians, all of whom constitute a decided minority in the average theatre audience.” 95 
Company managers confirmed the lack of appeal to Flanagan, who met them in 
Chapel Hill. They reported that no amount of advertising “was going to be able to keep the 
play going” and recommended a return to New York.  Theatre directors are masters of 
improvisation though; what happened next may not have been how Washington bureaucrats 
operated, but was not unusual for the theatre world. At a gathering after the show at Paul 
Green’s house, Flanagan and company managers brainstormed ideas with Koch, Mary 
Dirnberger and Robert House, the chancellor of the Chapel Hill campus.  They developed a 
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plan to keep the company in Chapel Hill, with an offer from House of university support.  
Koch outlined this plan in a meeting with University president Frank Graham the following 
Saturday and for unknown reasons, it was decided that UNC would not sponsor the group.  
Instead, it would be located in Raleigh, presumably where the company could use the 
resources being put together by the newly formed community theatre.96 
 
The Federal Theatre Underway 
 
For the Federal Theatre Project, part of the original plan for regional work as 
envisioned by Koch, McGee and Flanagan was taking shape in North Carolina. They had 
used a model from pageantry, that of a civic organization sponsoring a commemorative 
pageant play, to move professional actors out of New York and into the region.  Although 
Hallie Flanagan was a proponent of new ideas and experimental works, as head of the 
Federal Theatre Project she was prepared to improvise to accomplish her mission. She knew 
that the UDC-sponsored Jefferson Davis was inferior work, but was prepared to employ 
theatre artists in whatever genre a community or region would support.   
In a similar way, the North Carolina community drama projects also received her 
support. These units had spent the first three months of 1936 organizing and mounting their 
first performances. None of them were choosing to produce works like Jefferson Davis, and 
all of them seemed to be quickly finding a local audience. Flanagan had seen some of this 
activity on her March visit, noting in an addendum to her official report:  “I am very keen 
about the work here — an eye opener as to what recreation can be.” In Raleigh, the addition 
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of a professional director from the Jefferson Davis company had helped the white and black 
community projects there get underway quickly.97  
Koch’s folk drama offered a way to show how a federal theatre could be relevant as a 
means of defining identity, educating and bringing awareness to social issues.  Like the 
efforts to expand participation in American democracy in the 1930s, Koch’s argument was a 
similar expansion of participation in the arts. In the first issue of the North Carolina Federal 
Theatre newsletter he wrote: “We have achieved wonders in science and mechanical 
invention. We have discovered the magic of machinery, but we have lost ourselves in the 
maze of it. The movie and radio are not enough. ... Every human being is potentially a maker, 
an artist. We must restore to him his heritage in the arts. For culture is not a toy for the few 
who can afford it, but a necessity for all.”98  
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Chapter II 
 
Opportunities and Limitations 
 
 
On February 26, 1936, the black director of a new Federal Theatre unit in Raleigh 
spoke in a special broadcast on WPTF, the city’s only radio station. During his short talk 
devoted to, “Opportunities Offered by the Federal Government to Negroes in our 
Community,” Joseph Bernard Christmas urged Raleigh’s African American residents to take 
advantage of this new government program to build a community theatre. The Federal 
Theatre Project’s purpose, he told his audience, “is to develop impressions that cannot be 
attained on Radio or Screen; impressions that long will be remembered when the project 
ceases to function.” From Christmas’ perspective, the government’s plan to put theatre 
people back to work offered his community an opportunity to build a cultural institution that 
communicated its experiences and values and “to bring the theatre closer to the lives of the 
people.” As director of the unit, Christmas, a teacher and Raleigh native, had the 
responsibility of recruiting young and old alike to participate in producing their own theatre, 
of dramatizing their unique piece of regional and folk culture, through the Federal Theatre 
Project.99  
The Raleigh Negro Unit, as it was officially known, was part of the Federal Theatre 
community drama initiative in North Carolina.   White Raleigh residents also organized a 
Federal Theatre unit, led by a group that had previously tried to create a community theatre. 
                                                
99 Joseph B. Christmas, “A Brief Summary of the Organization and Activities of the Negro-Unit of The Federal 
Theatre Project of Raleigh, North Carolina,” attached to J. Howard Miller to Hallie Flanagan, Jan. 18, 1939, 
Folder: Report of Project Activities N.C., Box 717 State Office Records, FTP-NA. 
   49 
Its primary representative was Ann Preston Bridgers, also a Raleigh native and a professional 
actress and playwright. The state was to be a proving ground, Federal Theatre Project 
director Hallie Flanagan assured her North Carolina audience on a March 1936 visit, for the 
Project’s secondary goal of building up regional centers. Active amateur projects like these 
would attract new audiences for the commercial theatre in addition to providing new 
employment opportunities.100  
 Flanagan’s interest in finding new audiences for live theatre was directly related to 
putting people back to work. The growth of national radio programs and the popularity of 
movies was responsible in part for a drastic decline in theatre houses and touring companies. 
As they planned the Project, Flanagan and her administrative team discussed the feasibility of 
employing people in what some saw as a dying industry. “If we attempt to put people back to 
work” in a defunct enterprise, she told regional directors, then “we are engaged in 
temporarily reviving a corpse.” They needed to “rethink” rather than “remember” the good 
old days. “In an age of terrific implications as to wealth and poverty, as to the function of 
government, as to peace and war, as to the relation of the artist to all these forces,” she 
argued, the theatre must be “conscious of the implications of the changing social order” or 
find itself ignored.  If the Federal Theatre could attract a new audience, whether by 
subsidizing ticket prices, or by producing works based on local subjects that would appeal to 
more people, it would demonstrate the value of a government role in the enterprise and create 
new jobs for artists. That was the lofty ideal that Flanagan was willing to experiment with in 
North Carolina, where she had the work of the Carolina Playmakers on which to build.101 
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 The audience-building, educational work of community theatres was a long-term 
commitment, as Koch knew from his experience.  Convincing professional theatre directors 
to stay in small towns where there were few employment opportunities was an impediment. 
The North Carolina community drama units did better than other Federal Theatre 
experiments because there was a plethora of recent Playmakers graduates to fill the jobs for a 
year or two before they found steady employment elsewhere. Moreover, building community 
theatres as envisioned by Flanagan, Koch and other college theatre directors, was a middle 
class activity. Even though the subject of folk drama, for example, was the poor and laboring 
classes, efforts to put theatre in such communities had limited success.  These classes were 
presumably the greater part of the radio and movie audience, attracted to more affordable 
forms of entertainment.  While college theatre directors hoped for a broader audience, most 
of the people they recruited to build such organizations were from the same class as those 
attending their colleges — a rising middle class. This was true of both the white and black 
people in Raleigh and Durham who were selected to organize Federal Theatre community 
drama units.102  
The eleven projects approved initially in North Carolina in early 1936 included the 
two Raleigh units; white and black projects in Durham; white groups in Manteo, Greensboro, 
Winston-Salem and Plymouth; and theatre workshops for children by groups in Wilmington, 
Charlotte and Goldsboro. A state director for the Project oversaw all of these, in addition to a 
professional group in Asheville and a touring company organized from the Jefferson Davis 
troupe. Each of the community drama units employed one or two people from unemployment 
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rolls whose salaries were paid by the Project. It was up to the organizers to cover other costs 
such as play royalties, building rental, lighting equipment and scenery. 103 
The North Carolina community drama units, developed on the model of Frederick 
Koch’s university extension work, were truly an experiment for the Federal Theatre Project, 
which was designed to employ the maximum number of people possible. The Project also 
tried similar efforts in Oklahoma and Georgia; the latter a short-lived effort. The presence of 
black community drama groups was unique to the North Carolina endeavor. The Project 
sponsored professional black units in New York and other large cities, including two in the 
South, but only North Carolina had amateur black groups led by black directors. Their 
production history offers a new look at African American communities in the 1930s South.  
The inclusion of these two community drama units was probably due to the 
relationships between the Playmakers at the University of North Carolina and nearby black 
colleges. Koch and his colleagues could not train black students at their white segregated 
campus, but they did work with their counterparts in black colleges and through these 
relationships could identify eligible black directors. This effort on the part of Federal Theatre 
leaders, as well as similar efforts within the other WPA arts projects, to address 
unemployment among African Americans on the practical level and to insist that the African 
American perspective was part of a national cultural initiative on the aesthetic level, was a 
hallmark of the WPA arts projects.104  
Given Koch’s influence in North Carolina, the Federal Theatre community drama 
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units there would focus on local material and folk plays. Their efforts helped expand the 
Carolina Playmakers’ dramatization of the lives of poor and minority groups beyond the 
campus and in some ways highlighted the social and political tumult in the state.  In 1935, 
when the WPA arts projects began, most Southern politicians still cautiously supported the 
New Deal. They had accepted the intervention of the federal government in the early years of 
the Depression because they recognized the desperate needs of the region’s residents, even 
black residents. Their support shifted significantly from 1935 to 1939, as conservative 
politicians saw Roosevelt’s support for labor and African Americans as a dangerous and 
destabilizing shift to the left.  In the South, black leaders were pressing for more access to 
education and jobs, while white laborers were organizing unions and challenging 
management in the textile and tobacco industries. In rural areas white and black tenant 
farmers and sharecroppers in desperate economic distress agitated for fairer working 
conditions even as they fled the South altogether.  As each of these new Federal Theatre 
community drama units sought to define the community that would be its inspiration and 
audience, they had to balance the desire to explore contemporary social questions about race, 
class and power as Flanagan and Koch did with their college drama programs and the need to 
present compelling work that would attract the audience they needed for ongoing support.  
The social ferment of the time also affected the educational institutions associated 
with the North Carolina Federal Theatre community drama units in Raleigh and Durham. The 
unequal distribution of state funds for black schools formed the basis for legal challenges to 
the separate but equal provision in Jim Crow states, particularly at collegiate graduate and 
professional schools, where the disparity between white and black colleges was most evident. 
In 1933, a black student from the North Carolina College for Negroes applied to the white 
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pharmacy school at the University of North Carolina, which was the only such school in the 
state. The potential refusal of his admission based on race would have set up such a lawsuit, 
had not the president of North Carolina College refused to send his transcripts and thus kept 
his application incomplete. Lawsuits did go forward in other Jim Crow states, which made 
white and black educational leaders scramble for solutions. The North Carolina state 
government eventually put more funds into black schools, largely from federal government 
relief programs. The Depression made financial resources a concern for all of these schools, 
and each institution endeavored to leverage federal relief, including the arts projects, to 
augment tight budgets.105 
The experiences of the people involved in the Federal Theatre Project community 
drama experiment in North Carolina, especially that of the black artists, expands our 
understanding of racial dynamics in the 1930s urban South. More significantly, their attempts 
to make theatre part of the cultural life of their communities illuminate their ideas about civic 
artistic expression and about their place within a national picture.  Flanagan’s desire to have 
the Federal Theatre promote a diverse picture of American identity was complicated by how 
local communities and national policies alike dealt with race.  Frederick Koch might declare 
that “culture was a necessity for all,” but the ways in which white and black artists negotiated 
their separate and intertwined cultural spheres shows the opportunities and limitations of the 
Project’s promise. 
 
The Federal Theatre Project and African American Drama 
 
The idea for black Federal Theatre units came out of discussions between Flanagan 
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and several African American artists, including actress Rose McClendon (1884-1936). A 
well-known Broadway actress, McClendon appeared in major African American dramas in 
the 1920s including In Abraham’s Bosom, Paul Green’s Pulitzer Prize-winning play, Porgy 
by Dorothy and DuBose Heyward, and Mulatto by Langston Hughes. She was also active in 
independent theatre movements, including the Negro People’s Theatre in Harlem, which she 
co-founded in early 1935.  The mission of this company was to produce "plays … vital to 
Negro life, thereby developing the creative and artistic talents of the Negro, fostering the 
high ideals of the race, and illuminating the forces of social realism through the medium of 
the theatre,” as she explained to Paul Green, who was part of the advisory board for the 
company.106   
Its first and, as it turned out, only production was on June 1, 1935, an all-black 
version of Waiting for Lefty by Clifford Odets. The one-act play about a taxi strike had been 
an immediate hit earlier in the year when members of the Group Theatre presented it at a 
benefit for the political leftist New Theatre Magazine.  Co-directed by McClendon and 
presented as part of a program by the Friends of Harlem, an organization dedicated to the 
liberation of black America, this production of Waiting for Lefty had an estimated audience 
of four to five thousand. Its success convinced McClendon that there was a black audience 
for theatre if the plays spoke to their lives and concerns.107 
The experience was fresh in her mind when she met with Flanagan in July 1935, 
where she suggested separate African American units. The Federal Theatre Project set up 
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other special units including a Yiddish company in New York and a Spanish-language 
company in Florida, but the creation of African American units acknowledged the particular 
challenges that confronted blacks. Both McClendon and Flanagan hoped that units comprised 
entirely of black artists and theatre workers would help counter their disproportional 
unemployment because of discrimination in the commercial theatre and create a venue for 
black playwrights to present work based on black history and experience.  Even as the 
southern African American diaspora had expanded opportunities in large black urban 
communities in the North, Northern blacks still experienced discrimination on the job and in 
public spaces. Professional theatre was no different. Unions excluded them from 
membership, some theatres would not admit them as audience members even in segregated 
seating, white performers sometimes refused to appear with black performers, and a lack of 
access to financial capital limited the attempts to promote theatre within the black 
community.108 
Creating a venue for black playwrights to present new serious works about African 
American life was equally important. Here they faced the aesthetic challenge of countering a 
hundred years and more of “enforced buffoonery and caricature,” as African American artist 
and educator Alain Locke described the popular stereotypical black characters familiar to 
theatergoers. The blackface minstrel shows of the nineteenth century had continued into the 
twentieth century in vaudeville, radio and movies. Some of the most popular characters of the 
era, including Stepn Fetchit’s bumbling servant, the endless maid and mammy roles 
epitomized by Hattie McDaniel’s role in Gone with the Wind, and the popular radio show 
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Amos ’n Andy, continued to present white audiences with the smiling black faces and 
stereotypical characterizations popularized in the stories of white southerners like Joel 
Chandler Harris and Thomas Nelson Page. In the imagined antebellum plantation world of 
Harris’ Uncle Remus and Page’s Marse Chan, blacks appeared only as the “contented slave, 
entertaining child, and docile ward,” noted African American author Sterling Brown. 109  
Some black dramatists agreed with Koch that folk culture could form the basis of a 
new African American drama. A major proponent for this perspective was Harvard-educated 
philosopher Alain Locke, who was a major advocate for the philosophical and literary ideas 
that came to be called the Harlem Renaissance. In his landmark anthology The New Negro, 
published in 1925, Locke linked this African American movement to similar folk movements 
such as Ireland’s Abbey Players. “Harlem has the same role to play for the New Negro,” 
Locke observed, “as Dublin has had for the New Ireland.” Black writers faced competition in 
this field from white writers who saw the artistry in black folk culture, such as Negro 
spirituals, but felt that a white artist could best bring it to the public’s attention.110 
The highly popular musical The Green Pastures by white playwright Marc Connelly, 
which opened on Broadway in 1930, won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama and ran for five years, 
illustrated the struggle black folk artists faced with white and black audiences.  The show 
was a folk fantasy featuring a black god and angels, based on a book by white southerner 
Roark Bradford, who described it as a “Negro preacher’s vision of Old testament Bible 
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stories.” Its great popularity among both whites and blacks was based in large part on the 
musical arrangements of gospel spirituals done by African American composer and choir 
director Hall Johnson. The show had a cast of nearly one hundred performers, including 
Johnson’s choir, whose trained voices thrilled audiences. Some black critics celebrated 
Green Pastures as an authentic presentation of black folk culture, while others questioned the 
truth of its depiction of black religion. James Weldon Johnson called it “close to the earth 
and …spiritual,” and Alain Locke thought it was not a “white man’s version of what he 
thinks Negro religion ought to be.” Still for some middle-class African Americans, the 
depiction of blacks as simple, superstitious and illiterate was just another instance of 
caricature by whites. Raleigh native Laura Edwards who was an African American writer, 
thought that The Green Pastures was “burlesque,” and that, “the majority of Negroes feel it 
is an insult to their people and religion.” 111 
Even before The Green Pastures opened on Broadway in 1930, southern whites 
endeavored to capture and preserve African American culture that they perceived as in 
danger of extinction. In 1922, a group of white elites in Charleston founded the Society for 
the Preservation of Negro Spirituals, for example, which saw itself as stewards of a 
disappearing musical legacy from slavery. “The negro of today,” noted the Society’s 
President, “has no use for the unprinted hymns and the old religious songs of the plantation 
negro are fast becoming unknown or forgotten by his own race.” White author DuBose 
Heyward, who wrote the novel Porgy and the libretto for the opera Porgy and Bess, was a 
member of the Society.  Like The Green Pastures, Porgy and Bess, which premiered in 1935, 
                                                
111 Quoted in Hill, African American Theatre, 308, 309; “Author of ‘Heaven Bound’ Considers Play a Sermon,” 
News and Observer, August 24, 1936. 
   58 
earned praise and disdain from both white and black critics.112    
A flurry of serious plays about blacks on Broadway in the 1920’s preceded The Green 
Pastures. Eugene O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones in 1920, The Chip Woman’s Fortune in 1923 
by black playwright Willis Richardson, and North Carolinian Paul Green’s In Abraham’s 
Bosom, seemed to herald a new era for black drama. Green, who was acknowledged for his 
use of folk elements and for showing that a black person could be “a figure worthy of tragic 
dignity,” was notable especially for introducing realistic southern black characters to 
Broadway. Despite these efforts, there was still lively debate among black intellectuals as to 
whether white authors like O’Neill and Green were also exploiting black subject matter for 
their own gain. The popularity of these dramas waned in the 1930s, which helped turn 
McClendon and other black artists to attempts to create their own companies to continue the 
work. 113 
The largest Negro unit in the Federal Theatre Project was in Harlem, which with five 
hundred people on staff also made it the largest employer of African Americans in Harlem. 
McClendon agreed to co-direct the unit with John Houseman, a promising young white 
director with whom she had worked on the 1934 production of Virgil Thomson’s Four Saints 
in Three Acts, which was a critical success on Broadway and our tour. McClendon reportedly 
argued for a white director because she believed he would carry more authority within the 
Project and with critics.  Many of the black artists involved in the Negro People’s Theatre 
went on to work in the Harlem Unit. Their ideals agreed with Flanagan and other artists 
developing the Federal Theatre plan, that "the theatre was more than a private enterprise, that 
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it was also a public interest which, properly fostered, might come to be a social and educative 
force." The Harlem Unit applied these ideals not only to the artistic work but in its 
organization. Black theatre artists worked in a variety of endeavors beyond the professional 
productions, including puppetry and children’s theatre, to provide not only jobs but also 
professional training. 114 
The Federal Theatre Project organized sixteen Negro units, with major units in New 
York, Chicago, Seattle and Los Angeles. In the South, in addition to the two community 
projects in North Carolina, there were black professional units in Birmingham, Alabama and 
Atlanta, Georgia.  All of the black professional units struggled with the issue of white or 
black leadership, reflecting McClendon’s concern about balancing opportunity for blacks 
against greater acceptance with white leadership.  Even though eventually all of the active 
Negro Units had black directors, those directors were unsuccessful at placing a black 
representative at Federal Theatre headquarters, a request which they felt would help white 
administrators better understand black communities. 115 
The Negro Units produced some of the most popular and critically-acclaimed plays of 
the Federal Theatre Project, yet they struggled with defining their audience.  Leaders like 
McClendon and her successors at the Harlem Unit wanted to produce plays about 
contemporary issues for African Americans.  But plays and musicals like The Green Pastures 
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attracted white audiences and critics in great numbers. They had different expectations about 
Negro drama, retaining an expectation of minstrel-like characters, and negatively critiquing 
anything different as trying to be “white.” African American writer and educator James 
Weldon Johnson labeled this phenomenon the “double audience,” comprised of  “two 
differing and often opposite and antagonistic points of view.” Johnson observed that the 
“Negro author can try the experiment of putting black America in the orchestra chairs, so to 
speak, and keeping white America in the gallery;” that is, presenting a play that spoke 
directly to blacks from their own experience with no intention of appealing to whites. “But he 
is likely at any moment to find his audience shifting places on him, and sometimes without 
notice.” 116  
Weldon’s double audience worked offstage as well. Flanagan and McClendon hoped 
that the Federal Theatre Project could help create a space for black artists to experiment with 
the collaborative and public art form of theatre. Black units could be “free spaces” where 
African Americans could explore their history and identity separate from the gaze of the 
white audience, and presumably white administrators. Compared to Harlem, the black units 
in the Jim Crow South were more constrained in how they might negotiate this double 
audience. Despite Flanagan’s initial optimism about the power of the federal government, 
black southern directors faced white supervisors and state administrators sensitive about 
plays that highlighted economic and social injustices. At an October 1936 Southern 
Conference of Federal Theatres convened in Birmingham, Alabama, white journalist John 
Temple Graves II acknowledged that “racism” was “one of the South’s more pressing 
problems,” and pointed out the increasing “political power and cultural development of the 
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Negro.” Yet, Graves concluded, “I wonder if we have not almost enough of art-for-a-purpose 
as far as the South is concerned, and do not need now more of art for its own sweet sake. 
There are many things here upon which judgment need not be passed, which need not be 
approached with a purpose.” 117 
Graves’ words proved prophetic for the Birmingham black unit, which was disbanded 
within the year over disagreements between administrators committed to plays that depicted 
stereotypical black characters and black playwrights committed to depicting racism and 
social injustice. In Atlanta, the black unit staged only one play before its demise. Unlike 
these attempts to create professional theatre, the North Carolina black community drama 
units had a different framework.  Christmas and Griffin had the support of local black 
ministers and teachers, community leaders who tended to favor a moderate approach to racial 
issues.  Their productions largely avoided minstrel show and stereotypical stage black 
characters, but also edgy plays about contemporary social issues. The North Carolina 
directors also relied for support on the network university drama programs at both white and 
black institutions. 118 
By the 1930s there were active programs at multiple North Carolina black colleges. 
One of the earliest was the historically black North Carolina A&T College in Greensboro, 
organized in 1907.  African American actor Richard B. Harrison joined it in 1922, teaching 
and directing until he left to join the cast of The Green Pastures in 1930, which made him 
famous for his portrayal of De Lawd. Religious black colleges were slower to create theatre 
classes, but by 1933, St. Augustine’s College and Shaw University in Raleigh had both 
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begun programs, the latter under the direction of a white student from the University of North 
Carolina, Loretto Carroll Bailey.119   
Frederick Koch also worked with African American Randolph Edmonds, who 
founded the drama program at Morgan College in Baltimore, Maryland and founded the 
Negro Intercollegiate Dramatic Association in 1930. This organization promoted educational 
drama and the development of plays based on folk and local materials. Koch occasionally 
served as a judge for the Negro Intercollegiate Dramatic Association play tournaments and 
contributed a foreword for Edmonds’ book of plays, Six Plays for Negro Theatre (1934). 
Despite segregation, Koch invited black college groups to present special performances at the 
annual white dramatic competition in Chapel Hill beginning in 1933.  He supported the 
drama programs at Shaw University, the North Carolina College for Negroes in Durham and 
other black colleges in the states, all of which were much smaller institutions with fewer 
resources.120  
The black community drama units in Raleigh and Durham were then in some ways an 
extension of this educational network, which had been carefully built during the rise of white 
supremacy movements and Jim Crow segregation in the South and the maintenance of which 
called for a careful negotiation of the space between the two cultures. Koch’s first years in 
North Carolina, when returning black veterans challenged Jim Crow and black flight to 
northern cities began in earnest, were the nadir of race relations. The brutality of white 
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repression meant that any interracial activity was cautiously pursued. In the summer of 1920, 
a select group of white ministers and educators sent representatives into black communities 
in North Carolina to identify and establish rapport with key black leaders. They inquired 
about the communities’ most pressing problems and then quietly worked to ameliorate them, 
but their principal goal was simply to establish communication and maintain it. The group 
formed the North Carolina Committee on Interracial Cooperation, which worked to end 
racial violence and promote better treatment of blacks.  While social reform seemed to be the 
purpose of this group, which included Howard Odum, its members affirmed segregation and 
maintained that African American advances in education and social participation could 
progress with racial separation. 121 
Koch and the University of North Carolina’s support for these black community 
theatres was important because his work conveyed cultural authority about African American 
folk culture. Although Koch argued for blacks as the best qualified people to dramatize their 
culture, he also encouraged his white students to employ black folklore as material for their 
own plays. Some of them used the stories they heard from blacks in the kitchens and farm 
fields of their youth to write plays about contemporary issues involving race and class. 
Although none of them achieved Green’s success, some of these plays were popular for the 
Playmakers, and the college organization became known for their work in the field of so-
called  “Negro drama.”   
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In addition to these trends within the theatre world to encourage “Negro drama,” there 
was a political angle to the Theatre Project’s support of black artists. WPA administrator 
Harry Hopkins and President Roosevelt hoped that by extending employment opportunities 
and creative outlets for blacks through the arts programs, to garner support from black voters 
in the North while still keeping the support of white southern congressmen. The intervention 
of a federal agency devoted to the arts brought a new facet to the race question in the South. 
In addition to promoting African American drama and asserting a national prerogative over 
local control, the Federal Theatre challenged the Jim Crow South by attempting to carry out 
the WPA’s nondiscrimination policy.  According to some scholars, no WPA division tried to 
do this more consistently than the Federal Theatre Project.  Flanagan fired white managers 
for attempting to segregate African American actors, and she demanded open audience 
seating where the law did not specifically ban it. Her success was limited. When the Harlem 
Federal Theatre Unit took its production of Macbeth to Texas, for example, African 
American newspapers noted with dismay that the audience was segregated.122 
 
Raleigh and Durham Community Theatre 
 
Federal Theatre leaders in North Carolina were enthusiastic about their opportunity in 
early 1936, when Mary Dirnberger, the state director for the Federal Theatre Project, and 
Frederick Koch met with white and black community theatre representatives in Raleigh and 
Durham to help get their projects underway. All of these people had presumably been 
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identified through the committee that Dirnberger organized in late 1935.  In Raleigh Ann 
Preston Bridgers headed a team that included her brother-in-law, newspaper editor Jonathan 
Daniels, who was also a graduate of the University of North Carolina drama program.  
Joseph Christmas, who had been employed by the WPA Recreation program, was in charge 
of the African American effort.  In Durham, George Pearson, another Playmakers alumnus 
who was already teaching drama at the white Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) Camp 
Carr, assumed responsibility for organizing a white community theatre, and Robert Griffin, a 
“young negro of college dramatic experience” who was a “protégé of Paul Green,” according 
to Mary Dirnberger, was appointed to start an African American group.123 
The set-up of the white and black organizations was not equal. Perhaps as an 
assumption of white authority, Christmas and Griffin reported to the directors of the 
respective white units, who acted in an “advisory capacity” to the black unit and reported the 
unit’s activities to the state director. The black organizations did have an advantage that the 
white units lacked: permanent working spaces at Shaw University in Raleigh and at the North 
Carolina College for Negroes in Durham. Presumably the colleges had the potential to 
become local sponsors. Neither of the white organizations had a physical home; they found 
space in various schools and community centers which was a drawback to finding local 
sponsorship.  Similar organizing steps took place in the other community drama units in 
North Carolina, and the state office soon began producing a monthly newsletter, 
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“Backstage,” that reported on all Federal Theatre activities in the state.124  
In Raleigh the black unit organized more quickly than the white unit. At the initial 
meeting, Christmas emphasized that the effort should “touch as many in the community as 
possible.” Reporting later that “each person present had experience in the dramatic field, and 
each contributed much,” he noted that their goal would be “to bring the theatre closer to the 
lives of the people; to work for group feeling rather than individual, and to try to leave a foot-
print that would last, if the Project ceased to function.”  Christmas’ emphasis on bringing 
theatre closer to the people echo Flanagan’s ideas about a drama based on ordinary life and 
show his interest in developing plays about the lives of black people.  He drew initially from 
the institutions in black life that were already interested in drama as an education tool — 
schools and churches.   
Christmas started with two groups -- a children’s theatre for ages 8-14, drawn from 
African American schools in “each section of the City,” and an adult study group. He 
planned for the children to perform “plays of exploration and heroic deeds of daring; 
dramatization of famous stories, and plays and pageants from the life of the Negro.” 
Eventually he organized a junior group, for ages 12-17, and a young adult group, for ages 17-
25.  The children’s group began in March 1936, with a public health play, Childaso The 
Health Gypsy by Erma Burke, and the fairy tale Jack and the Beanstalk performed at schools 
and community centers every Saturday morning. Meanwhile, the adult group met twice 
weekly to read and discuss plays, especially “church drama” and “experimental drama.”125  
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In Durham, Robert Griffin organized a May pageant and developed classes for 
schoolteachers in “Theater Appreciation and Practice.” George Pearson held tryouts for the 
white unit at the Edgemont recreation center, advertising opportunities for actors and anyone 
“interested in the technical side of the theatre including the painting of scenery, costuming, 
lighting, property and wardrobe management and stage directing.” In addition he began 
rehearsing a “blackface comedy” with the young white men at Camp Carr. 126  
Starting community theatres from scratch required training in becoming “theatrically 
articulate,” as Dirnberger noted in the North Carolina Federal Theatre newsletter, Backstage. 
The obvious advantage of placing a professional director with such groups meant that he or 
she could teach the skills necessary to be “theatrically articulate,” such as movement and 
elocution, as well as dramatic technique, which was the intent of play reading activities. A 
report from Griffin on some of his challenges illuminates problems common for any director. 
Some of his people had “foot trouble,” he reported, explaining that they found it difficult to 
coordinate physical movement and speech. Others persisted in character interpretation that 
differed from the director’s wishes and the playwright’s intent, taking “some terrible liberties 
with famous characters” or “speaking Southern dialect with a damyankee accent or 
‘swinging’ Portia’s plea.”127 
Beyond these typical challenges for a community theatre director, Griffin’s adult 
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students, like so many others in Federal Theatre black units, struggled with the stage legacy 
of African American stereotypes.  “There are people who consider the Negro as a being 
whose favorite pastime is razor slinging and crap throwing; whose gastronomic delight is 
chitterlings … and whose dramatic ability reaches its zenith in the inane antics of Stepin 
Fechit,” Griffin noted, “That is only half the truth, and a half-truth is worse than a whole lie.” 
Some of his students objected to doing any “Negro plays” written by white authors, he 
reported, arguing that the “average white playwright” was writing for a white audience so 
that “certain preconceived notions concerning the Negroes are only intensified.” Given the 
dearth of plays written by African Americans, Griffin and Christmas faced the same problem 
that challenged professionals in the Federal Theatre black units in New York, Chicago and 
elsewhere. Both also faced reluctance from some African American actors to portray 
negative images of African Americans whether the playwright was white or black. This issue 
played out in professional black units elsewhere where cast members’ objections led to 
scripts being rejected, and in Griffin’s Durham classes where Griffin thought the reluctance 
to portray negative characters was not a “desire to escape from reality, but to keep the family 
skeleton where it belongs – in the family closet.”128 
White community theatre directors did not have to address all of the same issues as 
Christmas, Griffin and other black directors had, but the challenge of training amateurs and 
producing successful shows was the same. Kay McKay was a young professional who came 
to North Carolina with the Jefferson Davis company and stayed to be the white Raleigh 
unit’s first director. He surveyed the scene in March 1936 and recognized he was starting 
from scratch. Bridgers and her cohort had pulled together a group of enthusiastic 
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inexperienced volunteers and secured temporary performance space at a local school. The 
News and Observer reported that Raleigh was the first community theatre to get a 
professional director as part of the Federal Theatre’s plan to “return the theatre to the 
people.”  John Mabus McKay, who used the stage name Kay McKay, was thirty-five years 
old with experience on Broadway, in radio and in Hollywood. He was originally from 
Mississippi and thus fit one desired quality that both Koch and McGee mentioned for any 
professionals that the Project would assign to the region, that they be “of southern origin and 
compatibility.”129 
McKay selected the melodrama The Drunkard, Or The Fallen Saved for the Raleigh 
Little Theatre’s first production in May 1936. Originally produced by showman P. T. 
Barnum in the 1850s as a pro-temperance play, it was revived in the 1930s as a comical 
parody.  The Drunkard was a popular play for a generation that ended Prohibition: the first 
production in Los Angeles opened in 1933 and was still drawing audiences three years later.  
A movie version came out in 1935.  The convoluted plot concerned a man who falls prey to 
drink, while his wife and child are threatened by a crooked lawyer trying to steal the man’s 
inheritance, and numerous other villainous and virtuous characters. In the end, the man 
recovers with the help of a temperance worker and all is saved. The comical version featured 
broad characterizations as illustrated by the olio below, and encouraged audiences to cheer 
the heroes and boo the villains.130 
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 McKay used the Jefferson Davis scenery and costumes, augmented by a front curtain 
or “olio” filled with the names of local businesses, which paid for the advertising. ⁠ McKay’s 
choice for the Little Theatre’s first full-length play, in the same costumes and scenery used to 
produce a serious play about a Southern icon, suggests he belonged to a younger generation 
that was ready to make fun of the mythic old South.  Perhaps more to the point, it showed 
that he understood comedy would be fun for amateur players and their audience. In this he 
succeeded.  The Raleigh Times and the News and Observer carried advance articles about 
rehearsals, and both gave the show glowing reviews after it opened. “Don't miss it,” one 
paper reported. “This is a professional production, and it is thoroughly professional from the 
scenery … to the happy ending;” while another paper noted, "Applause sent the curtain up 
twice at the end of the performance, a just tribute …. The majority of those present were 
frank in the opinion that the production far exceeded expectations." 131 
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Caption: Kay McKay, Acting Supervisor of the Raleigh Unit, and Director of the Little 
Theatre talking with Miss Sadie Root, President of the Raleigh Little Theatre after the 
hanging of the “olio” used in The Drunkard, Federal Theatre Production. The “olio” was 
designed by McKay and painted with the assistance of the members of Raleigh Art Project. 
 
Meanwhile, Christmas and the Raleigh Negro Unit staged a production of Little 
Women with the junior theatre group. Based on the popular novel by Louisa May Alcott that 
chronicles the adventures and tribulations of the four March sisters while their father is away 
from home with the Union Army during the Civil War, the play seems an unlikely subject for 
an African American community theatre in the South. The appeal was attributable to the 
release of the RKO Pictures film version in 1933, starring Katherine Hepburn as Jo and Joan 
Bennett as Amy. The film was a hit for Depression-era audiences with its nostalgic depiction 
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of a loving family and a simpler past. It certainly was a hit with the junior theatre group. 
Christmas reported that children had seen the movie and, “were full determined to try to 
present a dramatization of this beloved novel.” 132  
Christmas used a stage adaptation by John Ravold that presented the novel’s major 
scenes in three acts. Since this was one of the first productions of the junior group, he had 
three weeks of reading rehearsal before holding auditions, and nearly three months of play 
rehearsal before opening on July 28, 1936 at Shaw University for two evening performances, 
and the third evening a performance for the Raleigh Little Theatre membership at the white 
Murphey School. The play was so popular with both the black and white audiences that the 
cast did an excerpt for the Parent Teachers Institute later that year, and for the annual 
meeting of the Carolina Dramatic Association in Chapel Hill, both segregated white events; 
as well as the Tri-State Conference of WPA Women’s and Professional Projects in Raleigh, 
which was probably segregated as well. 
White Raleigh newspapers and the African American Durham-based Carolina 
Tribune praised the production. The Tribune reported that the play was “ably presented,” to a 
“large receptive audience.” The News and Observer wrote that the cast, “though young in 
years, gave a mature interpretation of … Alcott’s masterpiece.” The African American 
Norfolk Journal and Guide reported that the production “was declared by more than 1,300 
persons of both races to be the best Negro Community drama to be presented. Some of the 
Characters had never appeared in a large production, and it was miraculous to see how they 
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communicated to the audience the story of the beloved novelist, Louisa M. Alcott.”133 
In the first year of the Federal Theatre Project, Flanagan was eager to have examples 
of successful projects involving African Americans. When she learned of Little Women’s 
success, she requested photos for the Project’s national publication. A production photograph 
appeared in a feature about the Federal Theatre Project in the North Carolina’s promotional 
magazine, NCWPA: Its Story. Included in a publicity file about this production is an unsigned 
note attached to the program, reporting, “Little Negro girls played this. Most delightful thing 
I’ve seen in a long time. They were from 12 to 16 years old. Pretty too, every one of 
them.”134  
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Caption: Rehearsal photographs from Little Women; Scrapbooks, NARA Files. Top photo 
appeared in NC WPA. 
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From the production photographs it is clear that the young actors portrayed the March 
family as African American. They are not in white makeup, which would indicate an attempt 
to portray white characters, nor was this a parody or satire.  Such questions might have been 
asked of a professional group of actors, as the issue of performing race was a timely question 
among white and black dramatic critics and intellectuals. In plays like Paul Green’s In 
Abraham’s Bosom (1927) and Langston Hughes’ Mulatto (1935), mixed race characters 
might be played by black actors or white actors in blackface, a common practice for white 
actors coming out of minstrels shows.  The white actors who created the Amos ’n Andy radio 
show, for example, got their early experience in traveling minstrel shows. Yet the issue of 
black actors taking on white roles or producing the classical European dramas of 
Shakespeare, for example, was a hotly contested matter. Some white critics saw such roles as 
beyond the capabilities of African Americans, while other white and black critics thought 
blacks should focus on creating their own theatre rooted in the African American experience. 
Some black critics objected to this latter idea, seeing it as another form of racism. George 
Schuyler, dramatic critic and essayist, for example, argued that “New Negro art” was 
“hokum.” If European immigrants had absorbed the Anglo-Saxon cultural influence of the 
country after “two or three generations of exposure,” Schuyler suggested, then how much 
more assimilated were “AfraAmericans,” who had many more generations of exposure.  
“Aside from his color,” according to Schuyler, the “American Negro is just plain American,” 
from his perspective, middle-class black Americans had more in common with their white 
counterparts than they had with Africans.135   
 These kinds of debates complicated the picture for Hallie Flanagan and professional 
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Federal Theatre directors committed to defining African American and national theatre. Such 
debates were of little or no concern for the African American youth who chose Little Women 
and their director. From Christmas’ perspective, one could see that the play offered an 
opportunity for young black girls and boys to portray a middle-class family sticking together 
in tough times. Through it all, the March sisters overcome their faults and learn to help others 
and count their blessings. The story of their individual journeys to adulthood appealed, and 
still appeals, to girls of any background.  
 
Collaborating Across the Color Line 
 
While Little Women was still in rehearsal, McKay and Christmas planned the two 
most innovative productions of the North Carolina Federal Theatre – collaborations between 
the white and black organizations that would put white and black theatre members together 
behind the scenes and on the stage. Both productions stretched the capabilities of amateur 
performers beyond the usual community theatre fare and showed a determination to nurture 
local talent and material, a dictum from Federal Theatre leaders. The first production was a 
new play by Bridgers titled Quicksand, and the second was Heaven Bound, an African 
American folk gospel musical.   
Why the Raleigh units undertook these interracial projects when no other Federal 
Theatre unit in the South attempted anything similar is unknown. Perhaps, in the case of the 
latter show, McKay and Christmas hoped to capitalize on the popularity of The Green 
Pastures and black spirituals, and thought the collaborations would bring attention and 
support to both organizations.  In the case of Quicksand, which was a contemporary drama, 
McKay cast two black actresses as maids, and used a third to sing a spiritual.  Such casting 
   77 
was common practice in the professional theatre, in which McKay and Bridgers had 
extensive experience, but was not common in Southern states, some of which had laws 
banning the appearance of whites and blacks on stage together.  
The Raleigh Little Theatre began Quicksand rehearsals in June 1936.  A new play 
was an ambitious undertaking for amateur performers, but Hallie Flanagan urged Bridgers to 
do it. “I feel that every one of our directors and groups must justify their existence … by a 
certain number of productions of new scripts,” Flanagan told Bridgers. She looked forward to 
the  “production of at least one new American play by the author of Coquette,” a reference to 
Bridgers’ first professional play.136 
After graduating from Smith College in 1915 and teaching for several years, Bridgers 
headed to New York in 1923 where she studied theatre and became an actress. She appeared 
in several roles on Broadway in the early 1920s, and during that time co-wrote her first play, 
Coquette, with writer-director George Abbott (1887-1995). The play, about a young Southern 
woman who falls in love with someone unacceptable to her father, was a hit starring Helen 
Hayes on Broadway. It earned Bridgers a Theatre Club Award for the “most pleasing play of 
1927-28.” It was made into a movie in 1929 with Mary Pickford in the starring role, earning 
Pickford an Academy Award.137 
Quicksand, like Coquette, was about a contemporary Southern family, but its plot 
revolved around the relationship between a mother and son. Although married with a child 
himself, the son John is emotionally tied to his mother, who relies on him to help run her late 
husband’s business. The mother resents the intrusion of a wife and child into their world and 
manipulates the people around her to keep her son emotionally dependent on her. When her 
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manipulations cause the death of John’s child and reveal the extent of his growing insanity, 
the mother shields him from any repercussions. It was “a modern play, laid in the South,” 
according to McKay’s description, and its “central theme is destructive, uncontrolled 
emotions.”138  
McKay cast the play with Raleigh Little Theatre members and two members of the 
African American adult group, Nellie Small and Laura Edwards. He also used a “Negro 
Spiritual” arranged by Christmas and sung offstage by another member of the African 
American unit, Parthenia Day. Advance press about the play took note of the casting. 
“Unusual for little theatre productions in this vicinity but certain to add to the charm and 
reality of the play is the appearance of three Negroes in the cast,” noted the News and 
Observer, adding, “Visitors at rehearsals of the play have expressed particular pleasure over 
the acting of these three women.”139 
The members of Quicksand cast, almost all young professionals, represented the 
range of people interested in community theatre. Jane Virginia Andrews, who played the 
mother, worked for the Federal Writers Project, while the role of her son was played by Vass 
Shepherd, a lawyer.  Molly Winborne, who played the son’s wife, was a stenographer with a 
local insurance company, and Joe Moye, who played a doctor, was an examiner with the state 
inspection bureau.  Nellie Small and Parthenia Day were nurses, while Laura Edwards 
managed the local Travelers’ Aid Society for blacks. 
There were four performances of Quicksand at the Murphey School auditorium; the 
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first a private performance “for W.P.A. officials and invited guests of both races,” and the 
remaining three open to the public. Dirnberger reported to Koch that the “performance was 
very well done and well received.” Local reviews noted the challenge of the script for 
amateurs, but generally praised the Little Theatre’s ambition.  It was, “a welcome departure 
from the black-face minstrels … tradition of home-talent dramatics,” noted the News and 
Observer review, and the Raleigh Times reported, “Applause that swept the Murphey School 
auditorium Monday night assured the Raleigh Little Theatre that it’s a grown-up 
organization, capable of portraying out-of-the-ordinary characters and of handling lines and 
scenes that would give even professionals trouble.” 140  
The Times noted the presence of all three African American performers, singling out 
Laura Edwards who “bought the first act with her laugh and flattering speeches,” as the 
mother’s personal maid. The News and Observer concurred, saying that Edwards, “almost 
stole the long first act with a performance which was as matter-of-fact as the maid she was 
playing.” Another review called Edwards “convincing” noting her physical resemblance to 
Louise Beavers, “buxom and jolly Negro woman who has appeared on the screen frequently 
as maid to Mae West and with Claudette Colbert in ‘Imitation of Life.’”141  
Laura Edwards’ success in Quicksand reportedly inspired the next collaboration. 
According to Christmas, her performance “led many outstanding friends of the City” 
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including Mrs. Josephus Daniels, wife of the News and Observer owner, to suggest to 
McKay that the Little Theatre do Edwards’ version of an African American folk drama called 
Heaven Bound. Originally developed by members of the congregation at Big Bethel Church 
in Atlanta, Georgia, Heaven Bound was performed throughout the South in the 1930s. “It is a 
folk drama of the Negro race, written by a Negress and performed by Negro casts for Negro 
audiences, with no regard for the approval of the white race,” noted one newspaper account 
of the play.  Described as the “first great American folk drama” by the Theatre Guild, the 
plot of Heaven Bound evoked medieval morality plays. It is an allegorical story of good and 
evil, personified by pilgrims struggling to reach Heaven and being waylaid by Satan, with the 
action interspersed by gospel spirituals. 142  
Laura Edwards had learned about the play from her pastor at St. Paul’s AME Church, 
B.G. Dawson, who had come to Raleigh from Big Bethel Church.  Her adaptation had been 
performed at least nine times in Raleigh black churches, which is apparently where Mrs. 
Daniels saw it. The 150-member cast was drawn from the African American adult group of 
the Raleigh Negro Unit and their fellow church members, many of whom had appeared in it 
before. Raleigh Little Theatre members did all the production work of sets, lighting, props 
and costumes. While McKay planned to direct, Nell Hunter, a classically trained African 
American singer from Durham who was assistant director of the Federal Music Project in 
North Carolina, undertook the musical direction.  Hunter had trained in Chicago and Europe, 
and toured professionally in the United States, most recently appearing with the Hall Johnson 
gospel choir in the popular play The Green Pastures. Christmas was the publicity manager in 
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the African American community.143    
On July 17, 1936, in the midst of Heaven Bound rehearsals, McKay died from acute 
appendicitis while on a trip to New York. Raleigh Little Theatre members paid tribute to his 
“fine artistic conception” and “indomitable energy,” while Christmas noted that McKay “had 
made many warm friends among Negroes in our community, and quickly recognized talent 
whenever he saw it.”  He added, “his willingness to give all talent an opportunity … and the 
promising productions he had planned among Negroes are qualities of his that will live 
always.”144  
Mary Dirnberger found a temporary replacement for McKay in Marion Tatum, a 
University of North Carolina graduate who was on break from her teaching job at Hood 
College, and rehearsals continued. The show was a big undertaking, especially for a new 
organization. “Elaborate plans were drawn up for the scenery, the costumes were to be rich 
and colorful, and the music, consisting of the training of voices of the Heavenly Choir, had to 
be taken care of,” according to Christmas. In the end, “Miss Tatum molded all these efforts 
to one common cause.” On August 30, 1936, the show played one performance in the city 
auditorium. It was a smash hit. Black and white North Carolinians, including the Governor 
and the Mayor, filled the 3800-seat auditorium with 4000 people, and some fifteen hundred 
were turned away. One newspaper account declared it “the largest audience ever to attend a 
theatrical performance in Raleigh, and probably the largest ever to witness a home-talent 
production in any city of the State.” Although the seating was segregated, it was flipped from 
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the usual arrangement: White seating was located in the balcony while the ground floor was 
reserved for the black audience, who numbered over half of the total.145  
This switch was probably because the majority of the audience was black, but also 
much of the action of the play took place in the audience. As described by Marion Tatum in 
her production report and by Dirnberger to Flanagan, each Pilgrim entered through the 
audience.  In the case of a group of young male Pilgrims “who shot craps under the Devil’s 
guidance,” they sought hiding places in the audience in an attempt to escape their fate, with 
the choir singing “Run Sinner Run.” The play concludes with the Day of Judgment, as a host 
of saints appears and Satan “is cast into his own pit.” Death is overcome, and while some 
souls have been lost, the Lord is victorious and “the long struggle has ended in triumph and 
peace.”146 
Comments from Edwards, Tatum and Dirnberger about Heaven Bound offer some 
more insight into the play. For Laura Edwards, Heaven Bound was “purely devotional” and 
“a sermon as much as that delivered by any minister.” Citing John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s 
Progress as the origin of the idea, Edwards felt that her play was reverent and intended to 
inspire people to follow Christian precepts.  Mary Dirnberger thought Heaven Bound, “with 
its natural mixing of infectious humor and true religious sentiment” would have the same 
appeal as The Green Pastures, while Tatum noted Heaven Bound’s similarity to European 
medieval morality plays, although she thought the similarity was unconscious. “The negroes 
developing Heaven Bound were absolutely ignorant of theatre history,” she wrote, perhaps 
wishing to reinforce the idea of Heaven Bound’s unique origin in African American culture. 
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Tatum and Dirnberger both felt that their job was to give the play more dramatic 
structure without interfering with its authentic folk drama feel.  For example, Dirnberger 
reported, there was the character of an “old Pilgrim” who entered singing “Jacobs Ladder, 
“shouting more than singing, and making strange motions with his hands.”  In Dirnberger’s 
words: “Miss Tatum and I looked at each other; his performance had practically no meaning 
for us.” When they talked to Edwards about cutting his part, she assured them that “my 
people” will understand him because he “always does this when he gets up to testify in 
church, they know what he means.” And she was right, as Dirnberger reported: “That night 
because Ed Brickle’s singing of ‘Jacob’s Ladder’ had meaning for his own people, it had 
meaning for the entire audience.”147  
Like producing a new work with Quicksand, producing Heaven Bound fulfilled the 
goals of the Federal Theatre. Flanagan wrote to the Raleigh Little Theatre that “this form of 
regional folk material is one of the most important things the Federal Theatre is attempting to 
develop,” and her words were repeated on the program and in newspaper accounts. The 
greater challenge for the group was to build enough local sponsorship that they could survive 
beyond the life of the relief program, and for that they needed a professional director to 
replace McKay. 148 
 
A Failed Experiment and New Leadership 
 
In late June 1936, as he departed for a summer job at the University of California, 
Frederick Koch reported to John Marshall at the Rockefeller Foundation that the Federal 
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Theatre “experiment” in North Carolina had “proved far more successful” than he had 
anticipated. “However, it has been quite a strain and I shall be glad to get away from the 
problems it involves for a while.” At this point, all of the community units were underway, 
most with one or two productions like the Raleigh white and black units. Four Federal 
Theatre playwrights were ensconced at the University to work on new plays under the 
tutelage of Koch and Green. The touring company, comprised of the remnants of the 
Jefferson Davis troupe, was settled in Raleigh and rehearsing its first production to take on 
the road.149  
The problems to which Koch referred mainly involved the touring company. After the 
hasty setup in Chapel Hill when the Jefferson Davis tour ended, the newly dubbed “Touring 
Company #1” had settled in Raleigh with a new manager. New actors and technicians came 
from New York to replace those who wanted to return there “because of the heat or some 
personal differences,” according to the new company director. Just as the national office of 
the Federal Theatre developed programs on the fly, adjusting them to comply with 
regulations as needed, so too did the company manager and the state Federal Theatre director 
endeavor to develop a viable plan. There was apparently an immediate conflict between the 
company’s new manager and Mary Dirnberger over who would handle tour booking. Both 
wanted to do the job. John McGee, now regional director for the entire South, and May 
Campbell, the WPA staff person at the state level who oversaw Federal Theatre activities, 
tried to moderate the conflict. McGee thought it stemmed from a stylistic difference between 
the professional background of the tour company staff and Dirnberger’s amateur background 
as a Playmaker. He acknowledged that the company manager was temperamental, but urged 
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Dirnberger to relinquish the booking duties to him, since management of the community 
drama units was already a full time job, and end the “eternal bickering back and forth.”  The 
matter had impelled Campbell to Chapel Hill for Koch’s intervention; he had duly spoken to 
Dirnberger before he left. 150  
Meanwhile, the company opened with Post Road, a comedy by North Carolina 
playwright Wilbur Daniel Steele, in May in Chapel Hill and Raleigh and then headed to 
Wilmington, North Carolina for its first road show. The company was the “first professional 
road company to be sent out by the Federal Theatre,” a note in the program proudly 
proclaimed, and there were plans for more of them nationwide. The Post Road tour plan for 
North Carolina went from May into July, ignoring Dirnberger’s early assessment about the 
troubles road companies faced in the South. The company manager did know that he faced 
the critical challenge of summer heat and lack of air conditioning in performance halls. 
Despite his pleas, Federal Theatre officials in New York never acted on his request for 
portable air conditioning equipment or an outdoor stage setup. 151  
The audiences were small from the start. Dirnberger reported that the “usual high 
school exercises, commercial fairs and exhibits prevalent at this time of year,” probably 
competed for audience attention, along with the added entertainment of “a hard fought 
primary campaign, with the candidates providing ‘free shows’ in front of every court house.” 
Attendance declined more as the summer grew hotter.  The clashes between Dirnberger and 
company officials also never abated. Box office statements from the first week of July 
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painted a doleful picture: In Asheboro where the auditorium could seat 500, the house was 
114 purchased tickets, and a few days later in High Point, where the auditorium seated one 
thousand, only sixteen tickets were sold. It is not clear who finally made the decision to end 
this particular Federal Theatre experiment, but that same week McGee contacted the 
company and Dirnberger to say that the entire troupe would return to New York immediately 
and to cancel all upcoming tour stops. Unfortunately, the next stop was Winston-Salem, 
where the state WPA director had been mayor. The abrupt cancellation was a political 
embarrassment for him. 152   
Koch returned in August to face a four-hour meeting with May Campbell over 
Dirnberger’s management choices. In addition to the tour company debacle, she had 
scheduled a conference in Raleigh for all of the state’s community drama directors without 
accounting to Campbell for how she paid for their travel expenses. This violation may have 
been an official reason for replacing her, but it seems that her management style still was the 
issue. Koch noted to Flanagan that Mary’s “high-handed method of interfering” and “lack of 
wisdom, patience and tact,” convinced him she needed to be replaced.153  
Replacing Dirnberger did not change the challenges for the Post Road tour. Federal 
Theatre administrators promised that the company would return to the South in the fall, when 
the weather was better and after regulatory issues had been worked out, but the planned 
return never happened. The idea became part of a long string of Federal Theatre touring 
plans, none of which ever really worked out the way that Flanagan envisioned.  
State WPA administrator May Campbell wrote to Flanagan in early September 1936 
to inquire about a new director for the Raleigh unit. “We are wondering if you do not know 
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someone who would fit into the community whom we might borrow for the next few 
months,” Campbell inquired. “Someone who can bring to his job a strong leadership and an 
understanding of the Southern point of view, and who can maintain the productions of the 
Raleigh Little Theatre on the same high level as his predecessors.” McKay’s untimely death 
dismayed both Ann Bridgers and Joseph Christmas. He had gotten both units moving quickly 
— building cultural entities that might fulfill the promise of the Federal Theatre’s hopes for 
the southern region, seemingly demonstrating that amateur productions could rival the 
ambitious plans being developed by professional units in Birmingham, Atlanta and elsewhere 
in the region. Production of a new work by a professional playwright and an innovative 
collaboration of white and black units in Heaven Bound was a tantalizing beginning for a 
“people’s theatre.”154 
Before Flanagan could act on Campbell’s request, a solution came in the person of 
Wilbur Dorsett, a Playmakers alumnus whom Campbell described as “extremely suitable.” 
Dorsett, who was from Spencer, North Carolina and had recently completed graduate work at 
the University of North Carolina on a Rockefeller Foundation fellowship, fit the qualification 
for someone with leadership experience and an “understanding of the Southern point of 
view.” He joined the Raleigh Little Theatre in late September.155  
Although not as adventurous as McKay, Dorsett did try to produce new plays. Along 
with a play committee, he reviewed four new works for the company’s next production. 
None of them were deemed in good enough shape to perform, and the group asked Bridgers 
to let them stage Coquette, which had not been performed in her home state. The January 
                                                
154 May Campbell to Hallie Flanagan, Sept. 2, 1936, FTP-NA. 
 
155 May Campbell to Hallie Flanagan, Sept. 12, 1936, FTP-NA; Frederick Koch to David Stevens, Oct. 9, 1936, 
RF RG 1.1, RAC. 
 
   88 
1937 production of Coquette was notable as well for the inclusion of an African American 
actor, Hattie Peterson, in a maid’s role. There was less comment about the multiracial cast in 
the papers than there had been for Quicksand, although one reviewer thought Peterson was 
“better than the maid in the New York version.” When the cast did a benefit performance for 
Midwest flood victims, a photograph from the play with Peterson in it appeared in the paper. 
The distinctiveness of her presence did prompt the new state director for the Federal Theatre, 
Howard Bailey, to report on it. “I know you will be interested in hearing the reaction to 
Coquette,” he wrote to John McGee. “[It] is being broadly talked about, and has certainly 
awakened Raleigh, for the moment at least, dramatically.” He added, “you will be interested 
in knowing that we used a Negro in the part of Julia. As far as I know Raleigh is the first 
Southern town who has ever dared cast a play of local people for local audiences with a 
mixed cast! It is good to realize also that there have been no unfavorable comments regarding 
this.” 156 
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Caption: A scene from the Raleigh Little Theatre production of Coquette. This photograph 
appeared in the News and Observer. 
 
It is very likely that these three plays were the only integrated productions in the 
South during the life of the Federal Theatre Project. Bailey rightly saw it as exceptional, and, 
while he may have been proud of the artistic step, he also seemed relieved that it drew no 
negative attention to the federal relief program. There were no more collaborations between 
the white and black Raleigh units or multiracial casts after January 1937, perhaps because 
neither Dorsett nor Bailey was as eager to challenge the race line or because black 
community theatre members did not want to be limited to playing domestics and other 
support roles.157 
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These events show just how limited the cultural space was for promoting African 
American performers and exploring ideas about race and identity. None of these shows 
challenged popular white perceptions of blacks.  Quicksand and Coquette employed black 
performers in familiar roles: maids. One newspaper article about Coquette even made the 
point that Hattie Peterson was a maid in real life.  A comparison of Mary Dirnberger’s report 
of Heaven Bound with that of Marion Tatum highlights the bigotry of white participants who 
might be expected to be sympathetic. In the description of the Pilgrims who try to escape the 
Devil by hiding in the audience, for example, Dirnberger called them “young men.” Tatum, 
on the other hand, referred to them as “young bucks,” a more common term among southern 
whites for black youth.158 
Raleigh citizens might not have seen a multiracial cast on stage in a realistic drama, 
but it was a familiar sight on the screen. The film version of Coquette made in 1929, for 
example, featured African American actress Louise Beavers as Julia. This role launched 
Beavers on a career of playing similar maid and housekeeper characters. Along with Hattie 
McDaniel and a handful of other black actresses, she personified a familiar characterization 
in 1930s film, of the comforting, amusing and nonthreatening “mammy” for white audiences. 
Although these roles were stereotypes that in no way reflected the black perspective or 
experience, one can see how a white southern community theatre group saw them as realistic 
touches. Ann Preston Bridgers and her fellow little theatre compatriots grew up with black 
maids and employed them in their own households. Using black actors to portray them 
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onstage was in this limited sense a move toward realism.159 
 
Building Community Support 
 
As President Roosevelt celebrated his second inauguration in January 1937, the 
Federal Theatre Project was hitting its stride. Many of the early logistical and administrative 
problems were solved and units across the country were drawing positive critical notice for 
their productions. The Project’s simultaneous opening in twenty-one theatres of Sinclair 
Lewis’ antifascist play It Can’t Happen Here in October 1936 had demonstrated that a 
government program could produce quality work that audiences wanted to see and in the 
process, employ thousands of people within their profession. Flanagan felt that this 
production also demonstrated that a national theatre could produce drama outside of New 
York and attract an audience. Nearly twelve thousand people were on the Federal Theatre 
payroll in early 1937. The agency had essentially fulfilled the primary goal of putting people 
back to work, and she was ready to focus on the secondary goal of creating sustaining 
institutions. “The point of appeal is to be shifted from the temporariness of relief to emphasis 
upon the permanent social and culture values that may have been developed by the arts 
projects,” one of her assistants wrote to Flanagan in May 1937, as they prepared testimony 
for Congressional hearings on the budget.160  
President Roosevelt, responding to Republican criticisms during the election about 
the budget deficit and the effectiveness of emergency relief measures, agreed to a reduced 
appropriation for the Works Progress Administration. The Federal Theatre Project’s 
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employment quota for the coming fiscal year was cut from 11,700 to 8,946, forcing 
Flanagan’s staff to eliminate units nationwide.  In North Carolina, Project leaders cut the 
least active community drama units, including both Durham projects, reducing the total from 
eleven to seven. Reports indicated that the white Durham organization, led by John McNeely 
after George Pearson left the Federal Theatre in June 1936, had never coalesced or found a 
regular performing space. No additional information about the black unit’s activities was 
reported, so either Griffin had left without a replacement or he was also unable to build solid 
community participation.  
Unlike the Durham units, the Raleigh white and black organizations had developed 
regular performing schedules and enjoyed some measure of community support within their 
respective populations. They had not continued to pursue collaborative projects like 
Quicksand and Heaven Bound, perhaps because the African American community theatre 
members did not wish to play supporting roles in white stories, like Robert Griffin’s students 
in Durham who objected to doing any “Negro plays” written by white authors. Or it could be 
that the white administrators who had promoted those productions were no longer involved. 
McKay was dead, Dirnberger had transferred to the Federal Theatre Project in New York, 
and Bridgers spent much of 1937 and 1938 away from Raleigh on her own projects.  Wilbur 
Dorsett, the new director of the Raleigh Little Theatre, was focused on the development of 
local support to sustain the community theatre and make it independent from the Project, 
following Flanagan’s directive.  
The group needed to build its membership and audience, and establish itself 
financially. Dorsett and the officers agreed to an ambitious plan to build season subscriptions 
and committed to a schedule of five plays for the 1937 season. “It probably seems that we are 
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a little brash in our undertakings,” Little Theatre member Heath Long wrote to Bridgers, “but 
it seems to most of us that the time to assure ourselves of permanency is now while the gov’t 
will help us. … we will never get anywhere if we don’t bite off a big chew and go ahead.” 
The group filed incorporation papers in January 1937, and had in fact selected Coquette for 
performance at that time to coincide with the “climax to our membership campaign,” Dorsett 
reported to Bridgers, with the hope that staging the play in her hometown would draw a large 
audience. It proved successful; Little Theatre president Sadie Root reported to Bridgers 
afterward that they had doubled the number of memberships.161  
From 1937 to 1939, the group did a variety of plays. They tried to produce new plays, 
in keeping with Flanagan’s goals for the Federal Theatre, and occasionally succeeded. But 
more often they found their attempts thwarted. Correspondence between Dorsett, Root and 
others with Bridgers when she was away indicate they considered original plays but 
struggled with getting a playwright’s permission (authors were reluctant to have an amateur 
group present a new script), or with technical issues. The group spent some time in 
discussions with Paul Green about his newest play, Johnny Johnson, for example, which 
professional Federal Theatre units produced in Los Angeles and New York. The play’s cast 
size was beyond the Raleigh Little Theatre’s capabilities though, and Green had ostensibly 
agreed to consider changes. For whatever reason, the idea never moved beyond discussion.  
Even as they pursued promising new works, the group presented popular plays such 
as Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest. They collaborated with drama clubs at 
local schools, fulfilling another directive from the Federal Theatre for groups to be a resource 
for the community. They also established a collaborative relationship with a local 
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organization of amateur opera singers and musicians, who wanted to establish a permanent 
group. With this group they did productions of popular operas including The Tales of 
Hoffmann and Il Trovatore.  This collaboration brought the Little Theatre another potential 
audience as its leaders sought to secure local funding to sustain the effort after the Project 
ended.162 
During the same period, the Raleigh Negro Unit also set an ambitious production 
schedule and likewise began to find a supportive audience.  In addition to directing, 
Christmas often wrote plays for the group. In December 1936, the Negro Unit staged a 
holiday play, The Real Thing, written by Christmas. This production was, he claimed, “the 
only Christmas Play presented by any Negro Organization during the season.” The plot of 
The Real Thing centered on “the happenings and worship of a modern family during the rush 
of a Christmas season.” Christmas set the action in Raleigh, which “created much interest,” 
he reported, “because some of the merchants’ names were used in the script.” On opening 
night Professor Koch’s reading of The Christmas Carol, a popular tradition in North 
Carolina, was the opening act. It took place at Washington High School in Raleigh. The play 
was repeated in December 1937.163 
Christmas staged more of his own work, such as The Rhythm Parade, a “Federal 
Theatre Musical Comedy,” that included folk dances, spirituals, humorous skits and popular 
songs; and an Easter pageant titled It Is Finished, which he staged at a sunrise service on a 
local church lawn. The group also collaborated with Nell Hunter in Durham, the African 
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American assistant director of the North Carolina Federal Music Project, on selected projects. 
None of these original scripts were retained in Project files. Christmas also staged light 
comedies with both the adult and youth groups, relying on such scripts as the Federal Theatre 
could secure with no royalty payment for amateur groups. These included, for example, 
Mystery of the Masked Girl by Helen A. Monsel, a mystery that takes place among college 
girls at a boarding house with the youth group; and My Mother-in-Law by Wilbur Braun, a 
“matrimonial mix-up in three acts,” with the adults.164  
Other than Christmas’s plays, the Raleigh Negro Unit seems to have presented few 
African American writers. Notably, in early 1939, the group staged an evening of dramatic 
readings of dialect poems by African American writer Paul Lawrence Dunbar (1872-1906), 
followed by a presentation of Fixins’, Paul and Erma Green’s tenant farmer play. Dunbar, 
who was popular with African Americans, had produced a wide body of work including 
poetry, drama and novels, but he was probably best known in the 1930s for his black dialect 
poetry.  Dunbar sought to capture the vernacular language of African Americans in these 
works. Some black critics saw them as derogatory, but the work was admired for its folk 
culture depictions by others including W.E.B. Du Bois and Langston Hughes.165 
The Dunbar poems on the bill that evening included “The Party,” “In the Morning,” 
“Keep ‘Inchin’,” and “Little Brown Baby;” poems centered in the experiences of black 
families. The voice in “Little Brown Baby” is a father playing with his child at the end of a 
work day, while “In the Morning” a mother humorously rouses her sleepy son from bed to 
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breakfast table.  In “The Party,” a 200-line recounting of an antebellum community dance 
bring together “all de folks f’om fou plantations,” the narrator gleefully recounts for his 
listener the dancing, courting and gaieties of the evening.166  
Fixin’s, the Carolina Playmakers’ “tragedy of a tenant-farm woman,” was a stark 
contrast to Dunbar’s characters who are drawn closer together by hard times.  The Greens’ 
play about tenant farmers ends with the splitting up of a family.  Although the original cast 
for Fixin’s was white, it is reasonable to see that in this production Christmas would have 
simply made the tenant farmers black. The play’s depiction of the grinding poverty and 
economic hopelessness that trapped Southern tenant farmers was applicable to both whites 
and blacks. Paired with the Dunbar poems about black family life, Fixin’s depiction of the 
destruction of a family under the tenant farm system was a fitting contrast.  
From 1937 to 1939, Raleigh Little Theatre directors presumably continued to advise 
the Raleigh Negro Unit and report on its activities. Such activity is assumed, because all 
Federal Theatre publications, including North Carolina Backstage, were cancelled in mid-
1937, so there was less regular communication about the North Carolina units. There is no 
indication that any of the white supervisors considered Christmas’ original plays as material 
for other units or encouraged him in this work.  This may have been because Project leaders 
considered all of the North Carolina projects amateur efforts, or that they simply were 
unaware of the work. Flanagan was interested in supporting black playwrights. She waived 
the prior employment requirement for some forty black college graduates, for example, to put 
them on the project in the national Play Bureau. Some fifty black writers attended a 
Dramatists Laboratory hosted by the Harlem Unit, and there is some indication that one of 
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the participants was Laura Edwards, the author of Heaven Bound. 167  
Christmas did attract new attention in late 1938, when a new regional supervisor for 
the South, Josef Lentz, visited North Carolina. One of the purposes of Lentz’ visit to the state 
was to assess how well the units were doing with gaining community sponsorship. He 
determined that the Raleigh Negro Unit was one that had “real community participation” and 
urged the North Carolina leadership to help them select plays that would assure an even 
“larger participation in [the] community.” Lentz thought that Christmas should plan a major 
production of a symphonic drama based around “civic, state or national celebrations.”  After 
learning about the earlier production of Heaven Bound, Lentz contacted the author of an anti-
war play that had been produced by the Federal Theatre in Florida titled If Ye Break Faith, 
asking the author for special permission to adapt it to “southern negro dialogue.” She agreed 
and Lentz turned this project over to Christmas and Nell Hunter to prepare a production.168  
In early 1939, North Carolina state director John Walker reported that Christmas was 
hard at work on a “more complete crystallization of the organization,” and that “several 
prominent negro leaders” were helping in this regard.  In April of that year the group 
continued its exploration of black authors, presenting They Live On, a “Negro Folk Opera” 
adapted by Christmas from the works of James Weldon Johnson and Paul Lawrence Dunbar. 
Walker’s report, the only information available about the production, noted cryptically that it 
was not “spectacularly successful but was an interesting study in stage technique.” He also 
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reported that plans continued for the production of If Ye Break Faith, scheduled for late 
June.169  
As for the Raleigh Little Theatre’s progress, the group’s collaboration with the opera 
organization brought them new audiences and the political skills of Canty Venable Sutton, 
wife of the president of Carolina Power and Light Company, and an opera singer and actress 
by avocation. Sutton assumed the challenge of finding a permanent home for the Little 
Theatre, which was still housed in the Murphey School auditorium. With the support of the 
city’s mayor, who agreed to donate land, Sutton spearheaded a fundraising campaign and a 
request to the WPA to construct a new building.  From spring 1938 until the building opened 
two years later, Sutton kept the effort moving forward.  She inspired the fundraising 
committee, recruited an architect to donate his time to finish the drawings, dogged a reluctant 
local WPA official and used her connections in Washington when state officials 
procrastinated.170  
In May 1939, as Flanagan and Federal Theatre supporters lobbied Congress to retain 
the Project, both the Raleigh Little Theatre and the Raleigh Negro Unit appeared to be bright 
prospects for eventually becoming successful community theatres.  Yet neither was ready yet 
to assume the costs of a director’s salary or handle production and management issues 
without the assistance of the Federal program.  Indeed, the whole community drama idea 
remained uncertain for the Project. Flanagan had tried to replicate the North Carolina idea in 
Georgia, an effort in which Mary Dirnberger participated; the Project abandoned such work 
with the 1937 budget cuts.  The Raleigh Negro Unit was an anomaly throughout the entire 
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Southern region in amateur or professional units. When the Federal Theatre polled its units in 
early 1939 to ascertain the number of blacks employed by the Project, only two were 
reported for the region: Joseph Christmas and William Harris, a carpenter’s helper who 
assisted him.171  
The other community drama units in the State still supported by the Federal Theatre 
were in similar stages of organization. There were now only six in addition to the two in 
Raleigh. The children’s theatre in Charlotte was a very successful organization and had the 
support of the school system, while a similar effort in Greensboro was struggling without 
strong leadership.  Community theatres in Kinston, Wilmington and Wilson were all in the 
early stages of gaining support, with modest membership numbers.  In addition to Raleigh, 
the most promising effort towards the development of new, regionally-based dramatic 
material had been in Manteo, a small fishing town on the coast. There an energetic director 
had organized a group of white working class people and developed a body of new plays 
with Federal Theatre support. Their work formed the basis for The Lost Colony historical 
drama that became a centerpiece of Federal Theatre efforts to building a regional theatre in 
the South.172 
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Chapter III 
 
The Lost Colony: Community, Regionalism and the Common Man 
 
“A theatre which, if it is to be anything at all, must remain national in scope, regional in 
emphasis and American in idea.”   
Hallie Flanagan (1937) 
 
As July Fourth Independence Day celebrations got underway in 1937, it seemed like 
most of America was in turmoil. Autoworkers, steelworkers, miners, lumbermen, farm 
workers and more staged walkouts and sit down strikes while business leaders and the federal 
government argued over regulations and workers rights.  Even the unions fought as American 
Federation of Labor leaders locked horns with their counterparts at the new and more radical 
Congress of Industrial Organizations. Dust storms ravaged the Midwest after a devastating 
flood on the Ohio River earlier in the year left more than a million people homeless. The 
nation’s economic recovery was at a standstill, and despite the concerns of some economists, 
President Roosevelt and Congress had decided to scale back government relief programs to 
address the budget deficit.173  
The Federal Theatre Project was in turmoil as well. A proposed twenty-five percent 
budget cut from Congress triggered vigorous protests from the Workers Alliance, a radical 
union in the Works Progress Administration. In the New York unit, members of the Workers 
Alliance planned a march on Congress and recruited audience members to join sit-in strikes 
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to protest the cuts. The Project continued to receive scrutiny about play content as well. In 
the midst of budget negotiations in Washington, Federal Theatre director Orson Welles 
arrived in the nation’s capital to appeal to WPA administrators. They had ordered an official 
postponement of any new productions, although Welles and Flanagan saw the move as 
censorship of his next show, a pro-labor musical titled The Cradle Will Rock.174  
In contrast to this turmoil, in the tiny isolated fishing village of Manteo, North 
Carolina, on Roanoke Island, a venture was underway that benefitted from multiple New 
Deal programs including the Federal Theatre Project. This was the premiere of a new play 
called The Lost Colony, written by North Carolina playwright Paul Green and staged as part 
of the three hundred and fiftieth anniversary celebration of the first attempt to put an English 
colony in North America. The event was notable because the production would take place on 
the supposed site where the sixteenth century events occurred, and the actors would be Island 
residents who were the purported descendants of the original colonists. 
North Carolinians had long commemorated the failed colony as the origin of the 
nation and their own state. Eighteenth century state leaders named the capital for the colony’s 
sponsor, Sir Walter Raleigh, and successive generations of North Carolinians developed 
popular legends about the first baby born in the colony, Virginia Dare. Green used the story 
to portray a 1930s narrative of a democratic America built by working-class Englishmen and 
Native Americans. This theme was echoed by the entire anniversary celebration, which was 
promoted as a community effort; a reenactment of its origins and a self-help economic 
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development project to entice tourists to the remote coastal area. Federal Theatre director 
Hallie Flanagan saw it as the embodiment of her vision for a national theatre, “regional in 
emphasis and American in idea.” North Carolina Works Progress Administration leaders 
proclaimed it as “one of the most important projects in the State.” The Lost Colony drew tens 
of thousands of people to Roanoke Island that year and for the next two summers with 
Federal Theatre support, as it became an annual pastime and a model for similar ventures 
elsewhere. It was, in some ways, the best example of what could happen when the federal 
government helped a small community to help itself.175 
Yet this triumphant depiction of the effort was itself a performance. Many Roanoke 
Island residents did contribute to The Lost Colony and its attendant activities. They were not, 
despite the promotional material written for them, descendants of the lost colonists.  
Moreover, professionals – including publicists, directors, actors, and playwright – handled 
the planning and execution while the fishermen and merchants of Manteo played supporting 
roles. Too much was at stake to leave it to amateurs. After years of watching the better-
promoted national origin myths of New England’s Pilgrims and Virginia’s Jamestown 
dominate the historical narrative and attract tourist dollars, North Carolina politicians and 
historians united to press their own claim for national prominence. Their best opportunity 
came with New Deal programs that helped to build roads and bridges and establish the site as 
a state park with imagined re-creations of colony buildings. In the Federal Theatre Project 
Manteo had a partner that also wanted a hit.176  
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Development of The Lost Colony drama in the 1930s was the culmination of a 
process of cultural transformation of the Outer Banks of North Carolina, similar to what had 
taken place in the Appalachian region in the western part of the state.  The identification of 
the population as descendants of Elizabethan English settlers was verified through cultural 
markers including accent and dialect, songs, celebrations and folk lore. Outsiders interested 
in the economic development potential of the Outer Banks had participated in the shaping of 
this cultural identity.  Promoting the lost colony myth was part of a process of creating a 
noble past for the poor white residents and helping to improve economic conditions, and of 
establishing a claim to the place.  This process on the Outer Banks had been underway since 
the 1880s and featured an array of cultural workers including historians, heritage groups such 
as the state women’s club, educators and artists. As in the mountains, the Roanoke Island 
history that the Carolina Playmakers dramatized in the 1930s was the product of a 
negotiation of the “politics of culture” between residents and outsiders.177 
The Lost Colony production, which still plays every summer and recently celebrated 
its seventy-fifth anniversary, has its own origin myths now. This remarkable run has given 
the story of its beginning a feel of savvy and serendipity. Scrappy islanders, avid historians, 
folk playmakers and a native son playwright put together a financial and cultural success in 
the depths of the Great Depression. There is a great deal of truth in this portrayal, but 
professionals of all kinds handled more of the work than is remembered today. In 1937, 
Green’s play and the Manteo production were part of the Federal Theatre plan to make a 
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national theatre and an American drama from regional and folk cultures. From this 
perspective, The Lost Colony production became one of its most noted successes. It inspired 
Hallie Flanagan to commission similar historical plays for other regions.   
Flanagan probably would have preferred more press attention on positive projects like 
The Lost Colony in the summer of 1937 rather than on the political fights in New York and 
Washington. The Manteo production featured the Project’s impact in the South, a region 
where success had been elusive. It was built on the community drama model that the Federal 
Theatre supported in North Carolina and would highlight the work of the Manteo unit, 
known as the Elizabethan Players. This group had shown some promise by producing new 
plays based on local history and folklore. Their work and The Lost Colony might demonstrate 
that the regional approach would attract new audiences to the theatre.   Project support for a 
new play by Paul Green was also an attractive aspect of this venture since it demonstrated the 
Project’s ability to promote American playwrights such as Green. In addition, financial 
support from both the community and the state government on the Manteo endeavor was a 
positive feature for Congressmen who were growing resistant to the idea of relief.   
The Project had shown that it could put people back to work. Now, they wanted to 
show that it could develop projects with “permanent cultural and social values,” that would 
gain local sponsorship once federal support ended. Manteo, North Carolina held such 
potential. There the Federal Theatre might demonstrate that communities outside of New 
York would participate in the arts and show the benefits of a permanent government 
sponsored theatre.178 
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A Regional Playwright and A National Project 
 
Hallie Flanagan and Paul Green had similar philosophies about the power of theatre 
to dramatize contemporary life.  Like Flanagan, Green had learned his craft in university 
theatre; she at Grinnell and Harvard, he at the University of North Carolina with Frederick 
Koch. In the early 1920s, he wrote a number of successful one-act plays as a student that 
were produced by the Carolina Playmakers. After graduate study in philosophy at Cornell 
University, he returned to the Chapel Hill campus and continued to write plays. In 1926, 
Green had two of his plays staged in New York, a singular distinction for a young 
playwright. One of them was In Abraham’s Bosom: The Tragedy of a Southern Negro, staged 
by the Provincetown Players.  Green won the 1927 Pulitzer Prize for original work in drama 
for the play, a tragedy about a mixed-race man whose efforts to educate his fellow blacks fail 
through his own weaknesses.179  
This recognition drew more attention to other Green plays about black characters, and 
he soon was known as a serious interpreter of African American life, in an era when black 
playwrights struggled to get their work before an audience. Some African American writers 
recognized that as a white playwright Green did have that opportunity and admired his work 
because they acknowledged the value of having realistic serious African American characters 
on stage.  In Abraham’s Bosom is “closer and truer to actual Negro life,” observed James 
Weldon Johnson, “and probed deeper into it than any drama of the kind.”180   
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Green’s reputation as a promising young voice in the theatre grew with the successful 
production of The House of Connelly by the newly formed Group Theatre in 1931.  The 
Group Theatre’s philosophy was to develop artists who were part of a community and to 
produce plays about ideas that were important to that community. House of Connelly, about 
the decline of an antebellum aristocratic southern family in the post-war New South, was for 
the Group Theatre a piece about the “basic struggle between any new and old order.” Like 
Flanagan’s play about Arkansas tenant farmers, Can You Hear Their Voices?, the Group 
Theatre’s House of Connelly was part of a new wave in American art that sought answers for 
the injustices in American society that the Great Depression highlighted. In the words of 
Harold Clurman, one of the Group Theatre’s founders, they would use their art to “give voice 
to the essential moral and social preoccupations of our time.”181  
Green’s plays were controversial in North Carolina because he often dramatized the 
most obvious but seldom voiced conditions of Southern life – conflicts of race and class.  
Frederick Koch’s belief that everyone had a story implied that every story had value; as 
developed by Green this was a radical notion for a conservative place and time. His plays 
addressed virtually every taboo subject in the conservative and segregated society of North 
Carolina including miscegenation, extreme poverty, religious fundamentalism and worker 
exploitation.  
Green supported the poor and disfranchised offstage too. He was an early advocate 
for equal rights for blacks and other minorities. He supported the organizations that mounted 
a defense for the Scottsboro boys, nine black teenagers accused of raping white girls in 
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Alabama, and similar cases of blacks caught in a discriminatory legal system. In 1935 Green 
joined other liberals in support of striking textile workers at North Carolina’s Burlington 
Mills, making financial donations and publicizing their case in New York. His national 
reputation and the unqualified support of University president Frank Porter Graham, who 
supported the same causes, protected Green’s job at the University and left him free to write 
about any subject he chose.182  
The Federal Theatre Project produced Green’s plays because of their artistic value but 
also because of their timely social content. In the spring of 1937, the Boston and Los Angeles 
units staged Johnny Johnson, an antiwar musical that Green wrote with German expatriate 
composer Kurt Weill. During the same period, the New York unit staged two Green one-act 
plays, one of which was Hymn to the Rising Sun, a searing indictment of Southern prison 
chain gangs. Based on contemporary accounts of the brutal mistreatment of black prisoners, 
Hymn confronted audiences with the gulf between American ideals of justice and the 
actuality of injustice and oppression. The play’s action takes place on the Fourth of July in a 
prison camp. The climax occurs when the white guard forces prisoners to sing America while 
a beaten black prisoner dies at their feet. New York critics agreed that it was a powerful 
work, “a stunning play,” noted New York Times drama critic Brooks Atkinson.183 
Despite the critical attention his work received, Green struggled to get his plays 
produced in New York, because his themes did not attract a large paying audience for 
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commercial theatre. Even the subsidized Federal Theatre production of Hymn and another 
one-act was a limited run of matinee performances.  During this period Green was exploring 
new dramatic techniques that would incorporate music and other arts more integrally into a 
dramatic script and was eager to consider venues outside of New York.  When local 
promoters revived the Manteo pageant, a project that had been dormant since 1931 because 
of financial difficulties, they once again asked Green to write the script. He was interested in 
the subject of the lost colony and eager to try out his new ideas.   
Like Hallie Flanagan, Green hoped a decentralized theatre would develop new 
audiences. Both understood the limitations of the commercial professional theatre centered in 
New York on a playwright’s ability to have his work produced.  They both also believed in 
the idea of a “people’s theatre,” a term picked up by American artists from the French 
playwright Romain Rolland.  In his manifesto of the same name, Rolland argued that, “the 
stage and auditorium should be open to the masses, should be able to contain a people and 
the actions of a people.” Rolland objected to the “bourgeois” domination of French theatre, 
preferring instead to explore the stories of working class people. American artists used the 
term to convey their interest in a democratization of the theatre both on stage and in the 
audience.184 
The Manteo pageant venture was an attempt at people’s theatre for Flanagan and 
Green. It would put the ordinary people of Manteo onstage in a dramatization of their history 
and draw similar kinds of people to see it.  In addition Green and Flanagan were interested in 
the use of American history as a way to explicate a national identity, to use the past to 
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promote an inclusive, democratic future for the nation. They wanted to help “invent a usable 
past,” in the words of critic Van Wyck Brooks, to explain and give meaning to the present. 185 
 
Roanoke Island and The Myth 
 
The term the “lost colony” referred to an attempted settlement on Roanoke Island in 
the 1580’s financed by English courtier Sir Walter Raleigh.   The primary purpose of such a 
settlement was a site from which to attack Spanish treasure ships. This colony was a third 
attempt. While military men made up the previous colonizing attempts, this group included 
women and children, with the aim of building a commercial settlement instead of a military 
base.  The first of Raleigh’s expeditions to North America in 1584 returned to England with 
two coastal Algonquian men from the area, Manteo and Wanchese, who became interpreters 
for a second expedition in 1585. This group tried to impress local villagers into forced labor, 
and when that effort failed, attacked several of the villages, murdering many people. They 
were rescued by the timely appearance of another English ship in 1586.  A later resupply 
ship, unaware of their departure, dropped fifteen more men on the island. In 1587, the third 
expedition, under the governorship of John White, stopped at Roanoke to pick up these men, 
but found that local villagers had killed them. The White group intended to settle a 
permanent colony farther north on the Chesapeake Bay, but ended up remaining on Roanoke.  
In August of 1587 the colonists recorded the baptism of Manteo and the birth of Virginia 
Dare to Ananias and Eleanor Dare, White’s daughter and son-in-law.  Soon after, White 
returned to England for supplies, but the threat of the Spanish Armada delayed his departure 
for America.  He finally returned to Roanoke Island in 1590 and found the colony abandoned 
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and the word “Croatoan” carved into a tree trunk – an agreed-upon message that White 
interpreted as meaning that the colonists had moved south to Manteo’s village at Croatoan. 
Circumstances prevented him from traveling there, and although subsequent expeditions 
looked for the group, they were never located.  There is no answer for what happened to the 
colonists, although speculation about their fate has continued from the first settlement at 
Jamestown in 1607 to the present day.186 
By the late seventeenth century when Europeans moved into North Carolina from 
Virginia, most of the coastal Algonquian villages had disappeared, but the colonists and their 
Native American protectors lived on in legends. In 1709, English explorer John Lawson 
added to the mystery in his account of a trip through the area. On Roanoke Island he saw 
remains described by locals as part of the settlement and old coins and gun parts purported to 
be of the style used in the period.  In addition, Lawson noted, the “Hatteras Indians” who 
once lived on the Island claimed  “several of their Ancestors were white People … the Truth 
of which is confirm’d by gray Eyes being found frequently amongst these Indians, and no 
others.”  This tenuous link to English settlers who were on the continent before the colonies 
in Virginia and New England became North Carolina’s origin myth. When state leaders 
established a new capital in 1792 they named it for the Elizabethan adventurer, echoing his 
own name for the lost colony, the “Citie of Raleigh.”187    
In the late nineteenth century, white supremacists interested in solidifying their claim 
for cultural and political dominance employed the lost colonists-as-founders myth.  In 1885, 
North Carolina legislator Hamilton McMillan secured state recognition for a community of 
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Native Americans in Robeson County as the Croatan Indians, claiming that they were the 
descendants of the coastal Croatan or Hatteras Indians and the colonists. McMillan based his 
claim on Lawson’s account and anecdotal observations by whites about the farming methods 
used in Robeson County. State recognition allowed the Native Americans to avoid 
classification as black as the legislature instituted Jim Crow laws, and benefited white 
Democratic politicians by dividing the multiracial populist alliance.188     
White supremacists justified segregation as race and cultural protection, a bulwark 
against blacks and other inferior races who would overwhelm Anglo-Saxon blood and 
eventually extinguish whites. This idea permeated the novels of North Carolina writer 
Thomas Dixon, which were dramatized for the stage and later the screen in D.W. Griffith’s 
Birth of a Nation. For proponents, Virginia Dare’s birth was the “beginning of white 
civilization” in America, and her baptism along with that of Manteo was a sacred affirmation 
of the endeavor to build a white Christian Anglicized American nation. The young white girl 
presumably raised among Indians was the symbolic white maiden of Lost Cause literature; 
symbolic of a lost civilization and also in need of protection from savage and barbaric darker 
races.  This characterization of Virginia Dare existed in southern literature in the late 
nineteenth century; the most popular version was The White Doe: The Fate of Virginia Dare, 
An Indian Legend, written by North Carolinian Sallie Southall Cotton in 1901. In this poetic 
account of Virginia Dare’s life among the Indians, the young woman Dare is the object of 
desire for Indian warriors. When she rejects the advances of an evil medicine man, he turns 
her into a white deer. Thus, the mythical blonde and blue-eyed Virginia Dare became “the 
first white child ever born in America of English-speaking parents,” and her memory was 
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evoked to promote Roanoke Island as the birthplace of the nation.189   
Although historians were unsure about the real colonists’ fate, they were confident 
about the location of the 1587 settlement on the northern tip of Roanoke Island. The site was 
the object of preservation efforts from the mid-nineteenth century on. Dubbed Fort Raleigh, 
even though the sixteenth century chroniclers never used the term, the site was marked in 
1896 with a stone plaque and subsequently became the center of commemorative and 
promotional efforts. The most ambitious one began in 1931 when local businessman and 
state legislator D. B. Fearing and local newspaper editor W. O. Saunders organized the 
Roanoke Island Historical Association in anticipation of the three hundred and fiftieth 
anniversary of the Raleigh voyages, from 1934 to 1937.  They convened a group at Manteo 
that included North Carolina Senator Josiah Bailey, Congressman Lindsay Warren, who 
represented that part of the state, and Koch and Green from the University of North Carolina. 
The group selected the site for an amphitheatre near the presumed location of the 1587 
colony and recruited Green to dramatize the lost colony story. Their plans promised “an 
American Oberammergau of New World significance” on the site of the “birthplace of 
English civilization in America,” as Koch described it, who envisioned an annual event, a 
“permanent dramatic festival of the people to be re-enacted each summer.”190 
The evocation of Oberammergau, a German town that has staged a passion play every 
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ten years since the seventeenth century, shows that the Manteo planners saw their enterprise 
as both religious and civic. According to the popular legends about Oberammergau, villagers 
promised God they would perform the passion play in gratitude for protecting them from the 
Plague in 1633. The production’s transformation into a tourist destination began in the mid 
nineteenth century, as a wave of tourists from Great Britain and the United States sought new 
experiences in Europe. The villagers capitalized on the tourist traffic in off years by 
essentially making themselves and the village itself an attraction, hosting tourists in their 
homes, selling a variety of souvenirs and highlighting the appeal of immersion in a supposed 
authentic piece of German folk culture.191 
North Carolinians commemorated the lost colony as a religious and secular conquest 
of the New World, an idea that was emphasized in the inclusion of religious ceremonies in 
anniversary celebrations. The colonists, like the Oberammergau villagers who began the 
passion play, were ancestors who overcame hardship to persevere as a community. The 
North Carolina planners also hoped for an event that would draw tourists to the area on a 
regular basis to benefit the local economy.  Saunders had visited the iconic German town and 
was taken with the idea of doing something similar in Manteo. “We could move a tribe of 
Indians down on Roanoke Island, let them carry on farming, raise tobacco, set their fishing 
weirs, just the way they did at the time Sir Walter sent his colony over,” Saunders enthused, 
as described later by Paul Green. “We could have every man on the island grow a beard and 
the people could wear the dress of three centuries ago. … We would get nationwide, even 
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worldwide publicity for it.”192  
It must have been difficult for those beyond this local group of supporters to see the 
potential on Roanoke Island. The presumed site of the 1587 settlement was, as New York 
Times drama critic Brooks Atkinson would describe it later, “off the beaten track.”  Manteo 
was the closest town, a fishing village with a population of about five hundred people. Only 
about two thousand people lived on the Island, situated between the mainland and the coastal 
islands known as the Outer Banks. Two bridges constructed through local efforts in the late 
1920s connected the mainland to the Outer Banks north of Roanoke Island and the island to 
the Outer Banks. This made Manteo somewhat more accessible, but most commerce still 
traveled by water from Norfolk, Virginia, via Elizabeth City, North Carolina.193 
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Caption: Promotional Map of Dare County, 1937. 
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Saunders and his partners recognized that the dramatic increase in automobiles and 
motoring vacations in the 1920s presented an opportunity for the area to cash in on tourism.  
They sought federal support through Congressman Warren, who sponsored legislation to 
promote a nationwide educational campaign about the site as “the birthplace of our Nation,” 
and to support an anniversary event in 1934. The financial crisis of the early 1930s prevented 
the authorization of Congressional funds and any local financial backing. As a result, local 
leaders shelved these plans until 1936.194  
Efforts to preserve the site did continue with state support and New Deal programs.  
A “re-creation” of Fort Raleigh started in 1933 with funds from the Civil Works 
Administration. The state historical commission took charge of the re-creation in 1934, and 
completed construction with Federal Emergency Relief Agency (FERA) and Works Progress 
Administration (WPA) funds. A local historian’s concept of the “picturesque structures” he 
believed English colonists would have constructed informed the design of the buildings. His 
Fort Raleigh consisted of a log palisade enclosing several log buildings with thatched roofs, 
including a chapel. Promotional materials hailed this conception as a “restoration” of the 
original settlement, even though information from the historical record was virtually 
nonexistent.  The effort did achieve the aim of drawing tourists to the region, with the state 
WPA office claiming that the “restoration” had “already drawn thousands of visitors … to 
view the birthplace of the first white child in the ‘New World.’”195  
Automobile vacations grew in popularity in the 1930s despite the Great Depression.  
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Theatre professionals in search of a paying audience followed, creating summer theatres in 
popular resorts. From 1934 to 1938 the number of summer theatres nationwide grew from 
105 to 150 employing about 1,500 people. Manteo promoters recognized this trend, and with 
the creation of the Federal Theatre Project, they renewed their interest in a Green play for 
1937. A Federal Theatre community drama unit in Manteo became part of this plan. Koch 
suggested its potential to Hallie Flanagan as a project that might become a permanent group 
with an outdoor theatre “by the sea at the site of landing of Raleigh’s first colonists.” He 
evoked the Oberammergau model for Flanagan, who became an enthusiastic partner in the 
endeavor.196  
The Federal Theatre reinvigorated plans for making Roanoke Island and the Outer 
Banks a tourist destination. In the first Federal Theatre newsletter, the state director told 
readers that the Carolina Motor Club urged the community drama units to “consider the 
historical backgrounds of their localities as dramatic material.” It would help draw tourists to 
the state, and especially, “it is hoped that the project unit at Manteo will develop a repertory 
of native plays based on legendary and historical material relative to the original settlement 
of old Fort Raleigh.” Such plays would especially interest “visitors of the Island, since they 
will thus be afforded a journey in time as well as in space.”197 
 
The Elizabethan Players 
 
Somewhere in the mythologizing about the birth of a white English nation, the origins 
of the State of North Carolina, and the interest in pockets of unique folk culture to be found 
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in remote populations, Roanoke Island residents became the direct descendants of the lost 
colonists and their Native American protectors. The prevalence of English surnames in 
common with the colonists and the area’s distinctive accent was evidence, some claimed, of 
the link to an almost pure Elizabethan culture. The population’s relative isolation had 
preserved language and customs common to the late sixteenth century. Thus when a former 
native who was a professional actress returned to the area to form a community theatre, she 
named it the Elizabethan Players.  In 1933, with the help of a Civil Works Administration 
recreation grant and the promise of financial support from local promoters, she hoped to 
develop plays that would “portray to visitors dramatized incidents of Elizabethan times 
connected with the history and legend of the place.” 198  
Martha Brothers Mathis had grown up in nearby Pasquotank County. She was a 
graduate of the Emerson School of Oratory in Boston and had worked with stock companies 
and directed the little theatre in New Orleans. Mathis knew local history and was enthusiastic 
about its dramatic potential. When the local financial support never materialized, the Federal 
Theatre Project’s sponsorship “came to [the] rescue,” of the Elizabeth Players with funds for 
Mathis and three relief workers — a carpenter, seamstress and clerical assistant.199  
Mathis echoed the romanticized notion of the area and its residents. “They are not the 
usual run of rural people,” she told Hallie Flanagan. “They are a very proud people, of 
English and Indian descent — almost pure.”  It was a population of fishermen, lighthouse 
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keepers and merchants she reported, who “are naturally an artistic people, yet they have had 
very little entertainment.”200  
It seems that they were also not as enthusiastic at first about their roles as inheritors of 
an Elizabethan culture. Like the other community drama directors, Mathis held regular 
classes in playwriting. Here she struggled to engage her students in the idea of folk drama. 
“Some thought it was something akin to holding up their old folks and manner of living to 
ridicule!” she told Koch, “To make a picturesque use of the old English or Devon dialect, 
was to make fun of the past! Also it was something of which the younger element were quite 
ashamed. They denied being able to speak it as their forebears did.” Mathis described how 
this attitude gradually changed as the amateur performers found that older community 
members were an appreciative audience.201  
Mathis was an enthusiastic proponent of Koch’s ideas about community drama and 
playwriting. Under her direction the Elizabethan Players produced more original works than 
any other community unit in North Carolina.   One of the first productions under the 
sponsorship of the Federal Theatre was an evening of two one-act plays. The first, White 
Fawn, by resident Howard Twyne was based on the Virginia Dare white doe legend. In his 
version, the young Virginia is the focus of a competition between two Indian young men who 
vie for her hand with an archery contest. When the one she loves loses and is killed, she 
drinks a potion that turns her into a white fawn and she escapes into the forest. The second 
play was a “political satire” written by members of the playwriting class titled This Changing 
Island. Staged as a political rally, the play’s premise was that the Island had seceded and 
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become an independent republic. With the real state Democratic primary just days away, the 
premise was “thinly disguised to a person familiar with local politics” according to reports. 
“Applause and heckling became spontaneous and declamation soared on vapours (sic) wings 
to heights unknown, much to the delight of a campaign soaked audience.” Mathis announced 
plans to produce a series of Changing Island plays, interpreting local issues in the style of the 
Federal Theatre’s living newspapers. 202  
 
 
Caption: White Fawn, Elizabethan Players, 1936. 
 
Over the next three years, the Elizabethan Players produced a number of original 
plays, mostly one-acts but also the occasional full-length script. Class members drew on “the 
theme of the sea, … of life on the stormy Carolina coast,” while others used “the historic past 
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for material.”  Some plays dealt with “actual happenings,” while others focused on “some 
particular and colorful character.”  No scripts are available for these works, but titles, 
descriptions in reports and newspaper articles convey some idea of their subjects.  A program 
of one-acts, for example, included Stranger in Town, a “comedy of Youth on the Seacoast,” 
and Uncle Ebby’s Weddin’, “a comedy of about fifty years ago.” In March 1937, the Players 
presented a full-length original play in the local courthouse titled The Trial of Tim Dailey. 
Audience members played the jury for a contemporary murder mystery. 203 
The Elizabethan Players were not immune to popular tastes, and a number of plays 
described as “original” by Mathis were blackface comedy or minstrel shows.  All of these 
shows were “very popular” and had “capacity audiences” according to Mathis’ reports. Since 
all of the members of the playwriting class were white — even those claiming Native 
American ancestry — the material for these works could not have come from local history or 
folklore. In this category was Old Man River, described as an “adaptation,” presented in 
October 1937. “Humorously portraying old Southern Negro voodoo religion,” one newspaper 
article noted, Old Man River “dealt with Negro life along the banks of the Mississippi and 
depicted the struggles and religious fervor of Negroes whose lives were filled with a constant 
dread of overflowing water.” Mathis described the play as similar to the very popular Green 
Pastures, and although she emphasized in her curtain speech before the show that the play 
“did not intend to deride Negro religion,” the newspaper reporter focused mainly on the 
humorous characters portrayed including “an old Southern mammy” and two “pickaninnies.” 
Other titles in this vein included Mirth and Melody, a blackface musical comedy featuring 
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young men from the local Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) camp and musical 
entertainment “sung and danced in the old true Negro manner;” and Conjure Man, a 
“blackface or Negro comedy-drama in two acts.”204 
Productions that rivaled the blackface shows for audience popularity were the 
Elizabethan Players’ annual Christmas shows, staged as Twelfth Night celebrations on 
January 6 each year.  Described as a “celebration of Old Christmas as still held by a large 
number of the coast people in accordance with the custom of their early English ancestors,” 
the Twelfth Night play was based on extensive research among local residents. Some of the 
legends and customs Mathis incorporated included the belief that a person with “second 
sight” could hear the “cattle talk and see the ghosts” at Christmastime; that the “first to stand 
under the mistletoe will have good luck all the year,” and the custom still “indulged in in the 
more isolated villages” of children going from house to house calling out “Christmas Gift!” 
Federal Theatre press releases extolled the Roanoke Christmas productions, claiming that 
they were “very similar to those used in the early days of the first American settlers,” and 
that they had been an annual affair for “more than three hundred years” on the Carolina 
coast. The people there are “by heritage of both blood and custom, the purest Anglo Saxons 
in America,” echoing the claim of local promoters.205 
Martha Mathis’ contribution to the lost colony myth was titled America’s Cradle 
Song, presented on Virginia Dare’s birthday in August 1936. As Mathis described it, Cradle 
Song was “a sort of chronicle-play, written in an approximation of Elizabethan English,” and 
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“produced in the manner of the Living Newspaper.” The play opened with an invocation by a 
local pastor, which incorporated another critical piece of the lost colony birthplace-of-
civilization story, that of the baptisms of the Native American Manteo and the white baby 
Virginia Dare. The first three acts dramatized the arrival of the first Raleigh expedition in 
1584, the 1587 colony at the baptism of Virginia Dare just before leaving for a safer place 
because of hostile Indians, and then Governor White’s return in 1590. The final act was 
Howard Twyne’s White Fawn, picking up where “history remains silent but legend continues 
the tale.”206  
The play was staged on a platform near the recreated Fort Raleigh, where part of the 
background was formed by a “view of the beach and ocean.” The County and local Chamber 
of Commerce financed the daytime production, which featured a cast of about one hundred 
and fifty locals. At least two thousand visitors saw this pageant, with “cars from five states” 
noted in the parking lot, giving some indication of what interest might be tapped for the three 
hundred and fiftieth anniversary the following year.207 
But a local play performed by amateurs, even very enthusiastic amateurs like the 
Elizabethan Players, would not be the tourist draw that local officials wanted or the 
production quality that the Federal Theatre Project could use to promote the regional theatre 
plan. The 1937 celebration required a more polished product and professional performers. 
Flanagan visited Manteo in October 1936 and reported her opinions to Frederick Koch and 
state director Howard Bailey. This project “brings into focus all that I have been thinking 
about the relationship of the theatre to recreation,” Flanagan began her official report. Mrs. 
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Mathis was dedicated, the setting with its rich history was “ideally suited for romantic 
production,” and there was a great need for “entertainment and recreation of youth” in the 
small, isolated community.  
Flanagan observed that even though neither Mathis nor her three assistants qualified 
as professionals “the plays they are producing … far out-weigh in value to the public the 
small amount we are paying, particularly because they focus their work on the history of the 
region.” Flanagan thought the play she saw while there, White Fawn, hinted at the potential, 
“but the promising young amateur cast, although earnest, was pretty dreadful.”  Yet because 
of the recreational need and because the work was connected with another WPA project, the 
reconstruction of Fort Raleigh, she argued for “more rather than less” Federal Theatre 
support.208 
In a separate memo to Howard Bailey, Flanagan reiterated that the project was worth 
supporting because of its contribution to “historic Americana” if, she noted, “the quality of 
this Americana could be improved, making it less sentimental and more factual.” She also 
told Bailey that the project was justified because of its recreational value, but wondered if 
Mathis really “understood the youth of Manteo enough to make any real contribution.” 
Flanagan told Bailey to find Mathis a production assistant, preferably one with playwriting 
skills, “as you must realize, if you saw the White Faun (sic).” Flanagan was very enthusiastic 
over the setting of the historic reconstruction where the Green play would be staged the 
following year, and believed they should make that event the focus of Federal Theatre work 
on the island.209 
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Even though Flanagan could be realistic about the artistic challenges, she was not 
immune to the charms an audience would feel as they imagined an authentic historical 
experience — a chance to experience along with the colonists those feelings of fear and 
wonder in a new world.  “I have seldom seen a spot more ideally suited for romantic 
production,” she reported. To her it was more authentic because it seemed more pure: “It is 
this use of the historic spot … that makes Roanoke Island unique and the history of the 
period important,” she mused in her report. “Perhaps the legends have stayed alive more 
potently here than elsewhere” because of the islanders’ ancestry, she thought. Flanagan’s 
own romantic description of the place would be echoed by countless others: “the people are 
fishermen, coast-guardsmen and light-house keepers,” and “These people with their pride in 
their Indian blood as well as in their Devonshire accent should have a theatre to record their 
past.”210 
 
The 350th Anniversary 
 
In early 1937, all plans focused on the three hundred and fiftieth anniversary event. 
Local leaders including Saunders and Fearing secured support from state government and the 
state university. The legislature authorized the state’s advertising bureau to help with 
promotion, since as the Manteo leaders noted, the “dignified character of the publicity North 
Carolina will receive” was worth “millions of dollars.” State historical associations and civic 
organizations got involved in the promotion too. Efforts included a statewide essay contest 
for schoolchildren.  Paul Green agreed to write the script. In addition to Green, the University 
agreed to provide professional help from the drama department and the Federal Theatre 
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Project. There was additional WPA support through the local CCC camp and sewing rooms, 
which would contribute labor for theatre and costume construction. The Manteo organization 
agreed to fund other costs. 211   
Among those costs were the services of public relations men who produced a steady 
stream of stories about the area, the mystery of the missing colonists and the forthcoming 
celebrations. In the forefront of this effort was Ben Dixon MacNeill, an experienced reporter 
from Raleigh, who also drew on an extensive network of fellow journalists and prominent 
writers with summer homes on the North Carolina coast to help get articles published.   
University president Frank Graham had been part of the planning team since 1931. 
He authorized Koch and Green to do what was necessary to “put on a good show down 
there.” Graham was a historian, so he was enthusiastic about solidifying the state’s historical 
claim to first birthplace status. But he must have also known that the University’s 
involvement would help its case with state legislators. By 1937 although much of the 
University’s appropriation had been restored from the cuts of earlier years, it was still not at 
pre-Depression levels.212  
The participation of the university drama department made it possible for the 
Rockefeller Foundation to help with the Manteo plans. Both the University and the Federal 
Theatre Project were Rockefeller interests. The Foundation had been quietly funding 
Flanagan’s work through grants that paid for activities federal funds did not cover. 
Foundation program officer David Stevens authorized Koch to use Rockefeller grant money 
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for sound and light equipment for Manteo, among other things.213 
Congressman Warren continued his efforts at the federal level. He persuaded 
Congress to approve the issuance of a commemorative half-dollar and a five-cent Virginia 
Dare stamp. He also invited President Roosevelt to attend the production on Virginia Dare’s 
birthday in August. They would create an American Oberammergau, as Koch referred to it, 
by presenting a cultural artifact that would be a touchstone for American identity and, like 
the iconic German village, create a tourist industry for the area.214  
In January 1937 Koch and Green visited Manteo to coordinate plans with the local 
promotional group and the Elizabethan Players. Koch recommended that they use Sam 
Selden, a UNC faculty member, as director. Selden had staged premieres of two of Green’s 
latest plays and the two worked well together. Koch promised that the department would also 
supply the technical and production staff and some actors, while Federal Theatre 
professionals would fill the major roles. Koch assured them he would stay involved to ensure 
a “harmonious collaboration” of the various components. As to the question of using the 
Elizabethan Players, while he was “more than eager to use the local talent to the greatest 
extent possible,” Koch told Fearing, and that eventually they might do the show entirely with 
local people, it was “wise” to accept Flanagan’s offer of help.215  
Fearing assured Koch that the local group would leave everything related to the play 
in his and Green’s hands, promising “you can depend on us to carry out your 
recommendations 100%.”  Koch and Selden spent the next few months recruiting current and 
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former Playmakers. They included virtually the entire drama department faculty from the 
University; Howard Bailey, the North Carolina Federal Theatre state director, who would be 
company manager; and Wilbur Dorsett, the Federal Theatre director for the Raleigh Little 
Theatre, to be technical director.  Selden located former Playmaker and professional dancer 
Fred Howard in Florida, where he was packing oranges after losing his job with the 
Denishawn dance company. “We’re doing a summer pageant drama that Paul wrote called 
the Lost Colony at Manteo and would you like to come up and be the head Indian dancer, 
Uppowoc, an Indian medicine man,” Howard later recalled. He was glad to go. “It was going 
to last all summer, and I’d make enough to get by on in the height of the Depression you 
know.”216   
Howard and Mary Haynsworth, another Playmakers alumna, choreographed the 
numbers for the show and supervised the dancers, who were recruited locally. While the 
Manteo girls quickly volunteered, male dancers were a different matter. “The men would 
have nothing to do with dancing,” Selden later recounted. “In desperation I thought of the 
[CCC] boys. When I spoke to the boys … about being dancing Indians, they expressed 
themselves as being insulted; they were indignant. Dancing was for females, not men! Not a 
single volunteer. As I started to leave the mess shack, I fortunately thought of something. 
Getting the attention of the boys once more, I informed them that their ‘trainer’ Fred Howard 
(I didn’t call him ‘choreographer’) would be a member of the University boxing team. That 
did the trick! We got our Indian dancers! And they were good! Next year all the boys wanted 
to be dancers.”217 
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Amateur dancers might be acceptable, but musicians were another matter. Music was 
integral to Green’s play, because he wanted to develop a form that was different from static 
pageants. In this new form dramatic content would be fused with music, dance, narration and 
special effects to have a symphonic effect for the audience. Here again, public and private 
combined. The Federal Music Project supplied the services of the North Carolina Symphony. 
In addition, the Rockefeller Foundation funded the rental of an organ and partially paid for a 
chorus from the Westminster Choir School of Princeton, New Jersey. The choir was another 
Rockefeller Foundation grant recipient.218 
Physical preparations transformed the village. With few hotel rooms, Manteo 
residents turned spare bedrooms and other spaces into sleeping quarters for cast, crew and 
audiences. Selden and Dorsett supervised the completion of the thousand-seat amphitheatre 
with the local CCC men as laborers, along with the set. All of the lighting equipment was 
purchased in New York and shipped to the island.  Local organizations spearheaded by the 
women’s club organized clean up days, while local utilities upgraded electrical power and 
phone and telegraph lines in anticipation of tourists and a presidential visit. Newspaper 
articles in the days preceding the opening cheerfully chronicled the improvements. “Dare 
Pageant Gobbles Watts of Electricity,” declared a headline in June, informing readers that the 
lighting for the production would use “nearly four times as much current as is now ordinarily 
used by the entire island.”219    
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In May, Koch and Selden auditioned and selected seven Federal Theatre actors in 
New York for the leading roles. In Chapel Hill, they added additional cast members 
including Fred Howard and Mary Haynesworth. With the major roles set, Green telegraphed 
Martha Mathis with instructions for local needs. He asked her to be a production assistant 
and told her that they would need “at least ten men and ten women for small speaking parts 
and twelve additional girls for folk dancing.” Green was still finishing the script when the 
troupe of University people and Federal Theatre actors left Chapel Hill for Manteo in mid-
June. 220 
 
Green’s Colonists 
 
So much financial investment and promotion rode on a successful play that it seems 
remarkable that the planners had faith in Green’s ability to produce a script appropriate to the 
occasion. In North Carolina he was known as much for his support of liberal causes as for his 
realistic plays of southern life. Few North Carolinians had seen those plays, which had 
shaped his professional reputation. None of his black dramas, including In Abraham’s Bosom 
or Hymn to the Rising Sun, had been produced in the state, not even within the more relaxed 
environment of the university.  
But Green had grown up with the same romanticized account of the lost colony that 
they all had absorbed by this time, so there would have been little disagreement about the 
historical narrative. And he must have been persuasive when he described his ideas to the 
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local promoters because he had thought about the story for years. Green had first considered 
writing it in 1921, when he traveled to Manteo to observe the making of a movie about the 
Roanoke colony. Green wrote then about the power of being in the setting, in the place where 
the historical events had unfolded.  “And there alone for one tiny minute I felt a passing 
breath of the dreadful story.” he observed. “Oh, if I only could give it expression -- the 
thoughts that lay anchored in the depths of Virginia Dare’s eyes, the emotions, the thrills, 
bravery, sunny laughter changed to the curdling cry for Death...”221 
In the intervening years Green had developed a dramatist’s skills and knew that this 
play needed to be more than the simple chronicle of historical events that comprised most 
civic pageants. A 1930s audience with its exposure to movies expected more than a colorful 
spectacle; they would want an engaging story with recognizable human characters and 
dramatic conflict. Previous dramatizations had focused on Sir Walter Raleigh’s dream of 
empire or, as noted earlier, the symbolism of the baby Virginia Dare. North Carolinians 
imagined a play that showed the nation their finest qualities and heroic origins. But the same 
historical account could tell another story. “Historical plays should concern themselves not 
with the leading characters of history but with the surge of common men and women who 
make history though they are seldom recorded in it,” Green told Flanagan.  He wanted to 
place the emphasis “on the common man,” and “show the hopes, dreams, successes, or 
failures of all the unnamed members of the Lost Colony.”222   
The various titles crossed out and rewritten on Green’s original manuscript give some 
indication of his thought process. The first part of the title was “Raleigh’s Lost Colony” 
before becoming simply the “Lost Colony,” a hint that he would not make the Elizabethan 
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courtier Raleigh the protagonist. The second part went through more revisions, from “A 
Religious Play of Man’s Struggle Against Nature,” to “A Religious Play of Man and God 
Against Nature,” to “A Pageant Drama of Colonization.” These edits suggest that Green 
decided to make the Native American characters human, instead of a more traditional 
pageant format where the Indians, whether hostile or friendly, were symbols for the “nature” 
that a civilizing, colonizing force overcame.223  
Green’s colonists, where he departed from the historical record, became the poor and 
disfranchised characters – the “poor whites, Negros and Indians” – that were the protagonists 
of most of his work and which fit with the “common man” theme that was prevalent in New 
Deal art. A revealing story about what North Carolinians might have expected from The Lost 
Colony appeared not long after it opened. It was a column about a trip by a group of friends 
to see the play. “‘Well,’ said someone on the way to the Island to see the pageant, ‘this is one 
play by Paul Green in which there can’t be any tenant farmers.’” While Green was busy 
turning the lost colonists from mythical stature into common men and women, Flanagan and 
the Federal Theatre were in trouble in New York over another play with similar themes. This 
one involved factory workers instead of tenant farmers. 224 
 
Rocking the Cradle 
 
In the midst of the strike-filled year of 1937, the anti-New Deal coalition in Congress 
proposed a twenty-five percent reduction in WPA funding and the elimination of non-US 
citizens from relief eligibility. The Workers Alliance, a radical labor union, organized a 
series of protests. The Alliance represented workers throughout the WPA and protests were 
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widespread.  The flamboyance of Federal Theatre actions typically drew the greatest 
proportion of media attention. For example, a Federal Theatre dance company staged a sit-
down protest following a performance, asking audience members to stay with them. More 
than five hundred did so, and troupe and audience occupied the theatre until police ejected 
them the next morning.225  
As protests grew and the Workers Alliance planned a march on Washington, nervous 
government officials focused their attention on the activities of the Federal Theatre Project.  
Despite the many productions that were mainstream, popular fare media attention always 
singled out the most controversial. The Project had recently presented a children’s play, The 
Revolt of the Beavers, about an oppressive beaver chief ousted by the worker beavers. The 
blatant message prompted even the supportive New York Times drama critic Brooks Atkinson 
to label the work, “Mother Goose Marx” in a review distributed by New Deal opponents to 
everyone in Congress. Now the Project was scheduled to open a new musical play, The 
Cradle Will Rock by Marc Blitzstein, directed by Orson Welles. Set in the mythical 
Steeltown USA, the play’s action revolves around a union organizer, the greedy corrupt 
businessman Mr. Mister, and an array of characters that display the venality of the middle 
and upper classes and the heroism of workers.226 
While WPA administrators had been straightforward in their request to alter the script 
of Ethiopia in 1936, they adopted a circumspect approach this time. Citing the budget cuts, 
Washington WPA officials announced that “no new plays or musical performances or art 
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gallery shows” could open before the beginning of the next fiscal year on the first of July. 
Flanagan, Welles and others appealed for an exception for Cradle, but to no avail.  When 
WPA security guards locked the cast and crew out of the theatre where Cradle was to open, 
Welles and his producer John Houseman snuck the sets and costumes out of the theatre, set 
up Blitzstein and a piano on a bare stage in another theatre and put the cast in the audience, to 
get around an Actors Equity union ban against performing the show in support of the WPA. 
After the first night, they opened the show under private management, claiming that they 
would continue its run “so long as the public supports it.” Flanagan had lost a play she 
considered artistically and socially important and the services of Welles and Houseman, who 
resigned from the Project.227  
At the same time and again citing budget cuts, WPA administrators cancelled all 
publications by the arts projects, although their primary target was the Federal Theatre 
Magazine. Flanagan fielded a series of questions about where the magazine was sold — yes, 
workers’ bookshops but also all other bookstores — wasn’t the editor a Communist — he 
was a Democrat, a veteran, and recommended by the Vice President — didn’t there seem to 
be too many photographs of poor audiences — they strove to have plays for all audiences but 
“our chief obligation was to people who weren’t able to afford other theatre-going” Flanagan 
replied. She sensed at last the atmospheric change in Washington as WPA officials refused 
the offer of Rockefeller Foundation support to retain the Federal Theatre Magazine. Congress 
approved the massive reduction in relief funds, and Flanagan’s staff cut over one thousand 
employees nationwide as the fiscal year ended on June 30. The Lost Colony opened four days 
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later.  It ran Friday through Sunday nights until Labor Day.228 
 
Retelling the Founding Myth 
 
There are conflicting accounts about the number of people in attendance on the 
evening of July 4, but the theatre was filled as the sun set and the play began with a Christian 
prayer in the form of a call-and-response between a minister and the chorus. Green had 
retained this opening from previous commemorations of the colonists. In this instance he 
used it to set up the play’s themes of hope and continuity, telling of “The sons of hope and 
pain and wonder … their lips singing a new song – a song for ages yet unborn.”  These 
“pioneers” sang of a “new and mighty world to be” and a “land majestic, free, unbounded.” 
The “trackless hollow years” may have “swallowed them” but the minister assured, their 
dream “still lives, … and shall not die.”229  
The play opens in a Native American village on Roanoke, and in pantomime and 
dance recounts the events of the first two English expeditions – the first group which returns 
to England with two Algonquian men, Manteo and Wanchese; and the second expedition 
which attacks the Algonquian villages and murders a chief, Wingina. Alternated with these 
scenes is a depiction of Raleigh’s actions in England, and a narrator called The Historian 
provides explanatory passages throughout the play.230 
In England, Raleigh and John White recruit colonists, including White’s daughter and 
son-in-law, Eleanor and Ananias Dare, and John Borden, a tenant on White’s estate. The 
audience learns that Borden and Eleanor were in love but class differences kept them apart. 
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Upon arrival in Roanoke, the colonists, accompanied by Manteo and Wanchese, learn of the 
second expedition’s atrocities. In response, Wanchese abandons the English settlers to plot 
revenge. When their pilot refuses to take them north into the Chesapeake, the colonists vote 
to remain at Roanoke. Faced with a hostile local population and dwindling supplies, they 
must find ways to work together to survive. After the birth of Virginia Dare, White returns to 
England for more supplies, leaving the colony to its mysterious fate.  
Appointed leaders like Ananias Dare soon prove incapable.  After Wanchese attacks 
the settlement and kills Ananias, Eleanor, tenant farmer John Borden and another commoner, 
Old Tom, emerge as natural leaders. These three are Green’s chief protagonists. They 
represent people – women and landless men – who have no standing and little power in a 
hierarchical class based society. Here in a “new world” where “a man might be a man in his 
own power and right and not because inheritance or birth had made him so,” their 
resourcefulness and bravery reshape the structure of their small society. With the help of 
Manteo and Agona, an “Indian squaw” who has fallen in love with Old Tom, the colony’s 
new leaders fight to preserve their group as hope for White’s return dwindles. The arrival of 
a Spanish ship represents the final threat for the struggling colony. It arrives at the same time 
that they learn Manteo has died and his people want Borden as chief.  Deciding that it is 
preferable to face an uncertain future as free men rather than certain imprisonment by the 
Spanish, Eleanor and Borden decide to move south with Manteo’s people, the Croatan 
Indians.231 
Borden expresses their determination to endure and prevail. “We two,” he tells 
Eleanor, are the “keepers of a dream.”  He swears to fight on “until this wilderness is won,” 
and declares, “even if we die, we win.” As the colonists leave their fort, the Historian 
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explains that although the colonists disappeared “out of our sight forever—some of them to 
be slaughtered by the Spaniards, others to die in the forest, and still a few others to live 
forgotten with the Indians,” their memory remains and “the dream still lives … and shall not 
die.”232  
Green’s The Lost Colony was not about what happened to the lost colonists or 
whether the Croatan Indians were their descendants. It was not about the “beginning of 
Anglo-American civilization” as the program proclaimed, although the myth upon which the 
play was based continued to convey that message. It was about the nation as Green saw it, 
the one he portrayed in Hymn to the Rising Sun. In that drama he had probed the failure of 
the nation to live up to its declared values of democracy and justice. The Lost Colony was 
about the establishment of a society based on those values, where people earned their status 
through their own capabilities and not by virtue of their birth. 233    
 
Using the Myth 
 
Green wrote a 1930s fable about a meritocratic society where people became leaders 
by virtue of their innate abilities, overlaying the mythical history that had become a white 
fantasy about race and culture. In Federal Theatre language it was also an authentic regional 
story told by the people of the region themselves, an extension of the work of the Elizabethan 
Players. Green’s attention to historical detail reinforced this sense of experiencing events 
from another time. He read the firsthand accounts of the Raleigh expeditions and studied 
John White’s watercolors. The director, Sam Selden, used the latter for costume designs and 
dance choreography. Green also studied reports from the Smithsonian Bureau of Ethnology 
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about Native Americans and did extensive research into English folk ballads and Native 
American music for the musical score.234  
Roanoke promoters eagerly touted the authentic touches that would enhance the 
experience for audiences.  Early reports picked up Saunders’ original idea about recreated 
Indian villages, noting that they might host “a tribe of Cherokee Indians” to “reproduce their 
primitive fields of tobacco, maize, pumpkin and squash.” There is no mention of such an 
exhibit after the play opened, so it would appear that this plan was not pursued or did not find 
willing participants.  Initially there promised to be a real Native American in the cast. The 
first Federal Theatre actor selected for the role of Manteo was Blue Water, an American 
Indian from Tulsa, Oklahoma. Koch touted the actor as Cherokee, possibly a descendant of 
the “Indians who migrated from North Carolina … and in his veins may flow the blood of 
survivors” of the lost colony.” But even as newspaper articles about Blue Water appeared, he 
was gone.  In Chapel Hill he reportedly borrowed money from several people and got drunk. 
Koch put him on a train back to New York. The Chapel Hill Weekly duly noted the 
development, proclaiming, “Chief Blue Water took on too much fire water.”235 
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Caption: The Lost Colony Program, 1937 
 
These attempts to authenticate the setting and the characters augmented the idea that 
the production expressed the heritage of the people of Roanoke Island. This idea, that not 
only did all of the people have a right to be represented in culture but also a right to tell the 
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story themselves, was prevalent in all of the arts projects.  Yet there was an obvious dilemma 
with this approach. The townspeople of Manteo were amateur performers.  They might be 
sincere in their effort, but their limited performance capabilities would not make the best 
audience experience. This was Flanagan’s concern after she saw the Elizabethan Players in 
1936, so she was reassured when the production relied on a professional playwright, actors 
and technicians to interpret the story.  This was more than a commercial concern, it was also 
an assumption that professionals and intellectuals could better represent the truth of the folk 
experience.236  
Even though Koch and Green’s folk drama and Flanagan’s regional theatre were 
visions of an expansive, inclusive vision of American identity, they were still situated within 
a society that defined the nation as white and Anglo-American. Martha Mathis and Paul 
Green used the local history and legends to tell different stories, but their adaptations still 
reflected this vision, which limited any folk or regional philosophy of American identity. 
Groups who had commemorated Virginia Dare and the Roanoke site as the beginning of 
“Anglo-American civilization” in previous years continued to do so. During the play’s run, 
Thomas Dixon, North Carolina’s controversial author of The Clansmen, spoke to the 
Daughters of the American Revolution annual meeting at Manteo. The United Daughters of 
the Confederacy met there as well. Congressman Warren opened the festivities on July 
Fourth with a speech specifically celebrating the cultural heritage of the English colonists, a 
white culture. “Let us never forget that it was the Anglo-Saxon pioneer, the Anglo-Saxon 
character, the Anglo-Saxon determination and the Anglo-Saxon vision that gave us a land 
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where justice and liberty will always be preserved,” he declared.237 
Whether in New York or Manteo, dramatizing the experiences of minorities and 
working class whites in Federal Theatre plays highlighted this contested version of American 
identity.  Promotion of The Lost Colony in North Carolina as the cradle of Anglo-Saxon 
civilization was an explicit example. But the same questions dogged the debates within the 
Negro Units about the validity of different versions of African American history, or the 
version of labor history that informed plays like The Cradle Will Rock. All challenged the 
predominant version of American identity and encouraged members of  Congress to question 
the government’s role in the entire business.  
 
The Success of The Lost Colony 
 
The Federal Theatre Project was under attack in New York and Washington on this 
front, but everyone praised its role in the success of The Lost Colony.  The Waterside Theatre 
on Roanoke Island was full on opening night of July 4, 1937, and as word spread, attendance 
grew, despite the effort it took to reach Roanoke Island and the necessity of an overnight stay 
for most visitors.   “The Lost Colony was Pleasing Even to Its Author,” declared the 
Elizabeth City Daily Independent. “Naught but praise could be heard on every hand—praise 
for Paul Green’s poignant, stirring drama.” The Dare County Times proclaimed, “First 
Showing of Big Fort Raleigh Pageant Proves Great Success,” noting that “With today done, 
Manteo can turn now to tomorrow with a confidence that nobody had yesterday.” John 
McGee, now assistant national director for the Project, represented Flanagan at opening 
night. Koch reported to David Stevens at Rockefeller that McGee commented, “this is the 
                                                
237 “On the DAR Program at Fort Raleigh Saturday,” Daily Advance, July 23, 1937; “The Lost Colony Was 
Pleasing Even to its Author,” Daily Independent, July 6, 1937. 
 
   142 
most important thing taking place in the American theatre tonight.” Koch added his own 
comment, “The production does what we had hoped it would do – really entertain the folks 
and at the same time impress them profoundly.”238 
North Carolinian Gerald Johnson, a reporter for the Baltimore Evening Sun, was also 
pleased with the production. “Imagine an entirely secular Oberammergau,” he wrote. The 
play has made Manteo into “a place of pilgrimage, eagerly awaiting the visit of the President 
of the United States next month.” Johnson praised the setting and the spirit of the enterprise, 
where “nobody is profiting by a cent.” The play, he thought, recounted a “story of failure … 
obliteration,” which carried a message of the “survival of the ideal even when the individuals 
who upheld it have vanished.”239 
The highlight for the theatre professionals was a review by New York Times drama 
critic Brooks Atkinson. “Founding Fathers,” was the title of Atkinson’s piece, an indication 
that he understood that Green’s tenant farmers and Native Americans were founders.  “Mr. 
Green has infused history with a religious reverence for the men and women who laid down 
their lives to make Sir Walter’s dream come true,” wrote Atkinson. His version of history 
“turns his characters into unconscious symbols of a brave new world,” an echo of Green’s 
themes.  Atkinson was less certain of the work as a successful piece of drama. He was not 
sure that Green’s play made the transition from pageant into real drama. “Drama discloses … 
the secretive tumult of the heart,” he wrote, while a pageant is still a reportorial accounting of 
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events.240 
Atkinson was impressed with the community’s enterprise and apparent success. “The 
local telegrapher has become an unofficial room clerk,” he reported, and “Every cot and 
porch hammock groans under the weight of a visitor at night. Probably the CCC boys are the 
best bedded islanders this Summer. They know where they are going to lay their heads.”  
And while he performed the critic’s job for the professional playwright, Atkinson was careful 
to not hold amateurs to the same kind of critique. “Being chiefly a community enterprise,” he 
noted, “it overflows with sincerity.” Yet it was this sort of offering “honestly intended” that 
was “the spirit that oftentimes makes men greater than they mean to be.”241 
Congressman Warren praised the effort on the House floor as he invited members to 
attend the production, yet barely acknowledged the federal support it took to make the event 
a success. In his estimation, North Carolinians had done it for themselves.  “Had this 
occurred in any other section of the nation,” he proclaimed, “I am sure Congress would have 
been asked to appropriate at least a million dollars. We … asked for nothing.” State officials 
eager to cement the claim of Virginia Dare as ancestor had the historical commission and 
board of health file a birth certificate for her that was taken to Manteo to be signed by the 
Governor and President Roosevelt on her birthday, August 18.242   
                                                
240  Brooks Atkinson, “Founding Fathers,” New York Times, Aug. 15, 1937. 	  
241 Atkinson, “Founding Fathers.” 
 
242 “Lindsay Warren Makes Speech on House Floor About Dare Celebration,” The Daily Advance, July 9, 1937; 
“Under the Dome,” News and Observer, Aug 18, 1937. 
   144 
Caption: The Lost Colony Audience, North Carolina WPA Newsletter, 1940. 
 
Not everyone was eager to deny a federal role. W. O. Saunders, still focused on 
Oberammergau, posited a rosy future with federal support. “There is fair promise that the 
federal government will take it over another season and make it the first unit of a great 
Federal Theatre project,” he wrote in an editorial. “Then, with its financing arranged, the 
great spectacle can be presented realistically by day; every costume and every piece of stage 
property representing an honest restoration that will bear the closest scrutiny. Real Indians 
will take the parts assigned to Indians. And Roanoke Island players cast will take their parts 
so seriously that we may expect them to affect Elizabethan speech and mannerisms in their 
everyday life,” he enthused.243 
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Replicating The “Miracle at Manteo”244 
 
Hallie Flanagan and other Federal Theatre leaders were impressed with the ways in 
which The Lost Colony succeeded — as a work that made American history relevant and 
alive to contemporary audiences and as a community project with multiple collaborators.  
They spoke admiringly of how the effort had made the remote village of Manteo a “mecca.” 
“Everyone of the regions should begin to build up a mecca,” Flanagan noted in a Federal 
Theatre policy board meeting in early 1938, and John McGee thought this would work better 
for “rural centers.” Flanagan agreed, calling it “good showmanship.” Audiences liked the 
idea of Roanoke because they pictured it as “full of sponge fishermen, lighthouses, etc.,” she 
thought, and each region had some place like that to promote. They envisioned a play about 
the Oregon Trail staged at Timberline Lodge in Oregon, a series of plays about Abraham 
Lincoln staged at his birthplace in Springfield, Illinois, and the possibility of staging plays in 
the national parks. At the very least, Flanagan was convinced that each region could establish 
a “festival” to draw large audiences, as Roanoke Island was doing.  McGee noted that at the 
beginning of the Federal Theatre they had talked about establishing community centers like 
this as professional theatres, but that the Manteo project demonstrated that this type of 
production could be “fruitful fields for future employment” for professionals working with 
amateurs, and agreed that they should “seize this opportunity to duplicate in other parts of 
America the success of the Roanoke Island experiment.”245 
Flanagan pursued this idea, expounding on it for an article in the 1938 Lost Colony 
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program. From the Greeks to the Elizabethans, she noted, the theatre “has never been greater 
than its audience.” Drawing a direct line from the Greek audiences to the present day, she 
suggested that great theatre produced plays that spoke to their audiences. “In our own vast 
country,” she said, “the theatre cannot consist of small and precious plays done for small and 
precious audiences, but increasingly involve, through immediacy of theme and sometimes 
through actual participation, the people of the community.” Green’s play, she hoped, would 
point the way for other regions to develop similar works that would enrich American life.246  
For his part, Green was ready to continue this kind of work. The success of The Lost 
Colony showed him that he could find an audience outside of New York, and a larger 
audience than would ever go to see a challenging work like Hymn to the Rising Sun. Before 
the summer was over he had already started thinking of The Lost Colony as the first in a 
cycle of plays about the beginnings of the United States and was planning the second one, 
The Common Glory, about the American Revolution. Flanagan was ready to put the Federal 
Theatre Project to work on the idea. 247 
As they prepared to welcome President Roosevelt for the high point of the summer 
season, Virginia Dare’s birthday on August 18, Manteo planners and University 
representatives began to discuss the future. Koch had envisioned the production as an annual 
event back in 1931, and now they realized they had a successful play and proven interest. For 
1938 they decided to add a drama training program that would employ the professionals 
associated with The Lost Colony as teachers. The summer school was part of Koch’s plan for 
a professional regional theatre in North Carolina; he made plans for a similar setup in the 
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western part of the state.248  
In early 1938, David Stevens paid his annual visit to the Chapel Hill campus for the 
Rockefeller Foundation. He learned about the summer institute plans as well as the news that 
the State “will give some help” toward a permanent home at Roanoke Island. Stevens 
indicated to Koch and University leaders that the Foundation was prepared to make a major 
commitment towards a new theatre building for the department. Flanagan was in Chapel Hill 
not long afterward and when she learned of the Rockefeller Foundation’s interest, reiterated 
the Project’s support for both the community drama units and the new theatre building. She 
noted in her report that she once thought that the North Carolina community drama projects 
might belong with Recreation but not anymore. These efforts were “training audiences,” she 
observed, so “they are a vital part of any plan for a nationwide theatre.” The idea works, she 
emphasized, because Koch and Green “have a definite philosophy of community 
participation, high standards of theatre production, and great qualities of leadership.”  She 
approved of the summer institute on Roanoke, which she termed “retraining,” where 
community Federal Theatre directors could work with and learn from “New York 
professionals.” It was a plan that easily fit into Federal Theatre objectives to give workers the 
training they needed to get jobs. The idea of a regional theatre center in North Carolina 
appeared viable again, with the promise of state and Rockefeller Foundation support.249 
 
Conclusion 
 
In 1938, promotional materials for the second summer of The Lost Colony continued 
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to encourage comparisons to the German passion play, describing the North Carolina 
production as “America’s Patriotic Oberammergau.” Such allusions strike a confusing note 
for a twenty-first century observer. Few Americans now recognize the name or understand its 
reference.  This was not true in the 1930s, when the production was a popular news story in 
the American press. The Bavarian village had staged the play in 1930 and again in 1934 for 
its tercentenary, drawing tens of thousands of foreign visitors, especially from Great Britain 
and the United States.250    
By 1934 the National Socialist Party was in power in Germany, and its rhetoric of 
racial purity and anti-Semitism illustrate the problematic nature of a folk mythology. The 
Nazi government endorsed the Oberammergau Play as a folk tradition, linking it 
symbolically to the “momentous awakening of the German spirit,” which had liberated the 
nation from “Bolshevism.” The Oberammergau passion play was a medieval Catholic 
tradition that portrayed Jews as the murderers of Christ, an idea that resonated with the new 
order. Hitler admired the play and reportedly said that, “Never has the menace of Jewry been 
so convincingly portrayed.” One need only consider Lindsay Warren’s opening day speech 
on July Fourth at Manteo that linked lost colony mythical history to a culturally superior 
Anglo-Saxon race to see similar racial currents underneath Green’s egalitarian democratic 
fable. 251 
Koch may well have had something else in mind when referred to the Oberammergau 
example. He saw it as another representation of the ideals of a people’s theatre or regionalist 
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identity. In the 1920s, nativist organizations in the United States, including a reformulated 
Ku Klux Klan, grew in reaction to the waves of immigration that came into the country. 
Many of these immigrants were Catholic and Jewish. Liberal Protestant intellectuals sought 
ways to define themselves and the nation in opposition to this nativist movement. In their 
discussion of ways to envision a more inclusive American identity, they adopted the image of 
the Oberammergau passion play as embracing of all Christian ideals. As Americans became 
aware of the anti-Semitic nature of Nazi Germany, they reaffirmed this idea by identifying 
Jesus and his apostles as Jews, and arguing that the story of the passion of Christ and 
Oberammergau represented Christian ideals of universal brotherhood and peace. In this 
context, Roanoke as America’s Oberammergau was part of the encompassing vision of a 
pluralistic nation embodied in regionalism. 252 
President Roosevelt used the lost colony story to counter charges from conservatives 
that the New Deal was leading the nation into socialism or worse. He spoke before the play 
on August 18, Virginia Dare’s birthday.  The President claimed his opponents were opposed 
to a democratic vision of the country. But the nation’s first pioneers brought democracy, he 
argued, not feudalism, even though some would label those colonists “socialists.” While the 
gentlemen of the Elizabethan court paid for the expeditions, Roosevelt explained, “it is a 
simple fact … that an overwhelming majority of those who came to the Colonies… belonged 
to what our British cousins would, even today, call ‘the lower middle classes.’” Americans 
would prevail by sticking together and preserving majority rule, he argued. Like the pioneers, 
the “mother and father of Virginia Dare,” Americans needed to have courage and resist those 
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“who have no faith in democracy.”253 
For their part, Flanagan, Koch and Green wanted The Lost Colony to demonstrate the 
exciting possibilities for a southern regional theatre as a part of a national program. The 
federal arts projects had created a vast venue in which to demonstrate the effectiveness of an 
egalitarian, pluralistic vision for American identity. This optimistic approach adopted by 
Roosevelt and the theatre artists obscured the deep divisions in American society, where 
every group did not have a chance to tell its own story. African Americans were constrained 
by segregation and racism. Native Americans were all but invisible. The working class 
whites on Roanoke Island were re-enacting a past crafted for them by historians, artists and 
public relations people. The power to tell the nation’s story remained with the elite classes 
that dominated cultural institutions.  
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Chapter IV 
 
What Happens to Playwrights 
 
 
“Playwrights in the Village,” proclaimed the Chapel Hill Weekly in May 1936, 
reporting on the arrival of Federal Theatre dramatists to “work on plays” and to “do research 
work in the field of dramatic art” for the Project. Their presence added another piece to the 
Federal Theatre Project’s plans at the University of North Carolina. Frederick Koch had 
proposed the arrangement the previous year as part of his original plan for a regional center. 
Although other aspects remained in limbo, the plan still retained Hallie Flanagan’s support.  
This component — the placement of promising young playwrights to study with Koch and 
Paul Green — would help further regional drama and give the writers the chance to improve 
their work.254  
Playwrights were significant in Federal Theatre plans beyond the Project’s mission of 
employment.  By the end of the first year of operation, the Project had one hundred and fifty 
resident acting companies in twenty-seven states, in addition to the New York units, all of 
which wanted new plays to produce.  But even more important was the role of playwrights in 
Flanagan’s plan to establish regional centers and a national theatre. They would help produce 
the American drama to support that effort.255   
Writers presented a unique employment challenge for the Federal Theatre Project. 
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Actors, directors, scenic and costume designers, and production professionals were paid for 
the creative work they did in rehearsal and production of a play. They did not expect to 
receive financial compensation for their creative work beyond the life of that production. 
Writers, on the other hand, owned the copyright to their work and received royalties every 
time a company wanted to stage the play. Play royalties was their source of income.  But the 
Federal Theatre was a government agency and its writers were government employees. 
Anything written by them belonged to the government and the author could not copyright it 
or demand royalties from any future productions. This was a disincentive for writers to 
produce good work.  
To get around this dilemma, the Theatre Project employed writers on other tasks and 
told them to do creative writing on their own time, so technically they could retain the 
copyright. The Federal Theatre’s Service Bureau was organized specifically to “provide 
appropriate and constructive work for playwrights.” Service Bureau personnel wrote news 
articles, compiled lists of available plays, read new plays and researched subjects for 
potential dramatization, such as minstrelsy, the American Indian, and folk music. The 
Service Bureau also managed personnel and equipment loans to regional units, and provided 
technical and production advice.  Some writers did produce plays for the Federal Theatre, but 
the Project never developed a consistent way to encourage playwrights because it was a 
temporary relief project and not the permanent government agency that Flanagan 
envisioned.256 
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The plan to put Federal Theatre writers at the University of North Carolina was a way 
to help develop that regional center. The writers had the chance to see professional 
playwrights at work and to learn from them. Flanagan and Koch, who were both college 
drama department heads, were part of the group of educational leaders that came out of 
George Pierce Baker’s groundbreaking theatre training program.  Both were invested in the 
validity of theatre as an academic subject and of the university setting foremost as a training 
ground for professional playwrights and as an institution that employed such professionals.  
In 1935, Koch had approval for a new masters degree in playwriting in which students could 
submit a full-length play instead of a thesis.  This expansion of his playwriting program 
would extend training beyond the one-act plays that he taught undergraduates to write, and 
would contribute to a regional body of work for a future professional company.   
Having  “playwrights in village” was not really news, because Koch’s effort to build 
a regional drama was an ongoing project.  He encouraged any promising writer he found, 
including his students, graduates and others who came to Chapel Hill because they were 
drawn by the idea of folk drama and the creative, progressive atmosphere of the University.  
The Federal Theatre writers joined a revolving group of writers in the Playmakers circle in 
the 1930s. One of the most promising in 1935 was Loretto Carroll Bailey, a 1931 graduate 
whose first full length play, Strike Song, was under consideration for New York production. 
Koch found support for Bailey to continue to write through a teaching job at Shaw University 
in Raleigh and by recommending her for a Rockefeller Foundation fellowship.   
Four Federal Theatre writers answered the call to go to North Carolina for an initial 
three-month period with the option of renewal in the spring of 1936 — Robert Finch, Herb 
Meadow, Grace Murphy and Betty Smith. Two of them — Robert Finch and Betty Smith, the 
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future author of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn — applied to renew their residencies in North 
Carolina multiple times.  The pair wrote a body of one-act and three-act plays with regional 
themes for the Federal Theatre during this time, as well as a Living Newspaper script titled 
King Cotton. Smith and Finch became part of the Playmakers’ activities at the University and 
made Chapel Hill their permanent home after 1939.257 
 Zora Neale Hurston was another writer who found her way to North Carolina on her 
own to work with Koch and Green during the 1930s.  An anthropologist and published 
novelist, Hurston was a proponent of folk drama who incorporated the stories and songs of 
rural black southerners into her plays and books. Hurston worked briefly for the Federal 
Theatre Project in New York and the Federal Writers Project in Florida. She came to North 
Carolina on her own in 1939, when Koch recruited her to teach drama at the North Carolina 
College for Negroes in Durham.258  
The experiences of Bailey, Finch, Smith and Hurston in the 1930s illuminate the 
ways in which the Federal Theatre and educational drama programs tried to produce regional 
work and exemplify a new generation of writers from middle and working class families who 
used folk culture to dramatize the social and political issues of their time. The ways in which 
each of them engaged with Koch’s ideas about folk drama demonstrate the democratizing 
trend in American culture in the 1930s.  All of these writers went to college because of the 
early twentieth century progressive belief in education that built the institutions that they 
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attended and which encouraged the study of art and culture.  The University of North 
Carolina enjoyed a reputation as a place of progressive ideas and enlightened thought in the 
South, in part because of the work of the Carolina Playmakers. Koch’s directive to students 
to write “from the observation of the lives of their own people” became a way for them and 
others to speak about race, class and social injustices; it provided a free space in which to 
express what could not be spoken about in other ways. Not surprisingly the generation that 
came of age in the 1930s melded the idea of the folk with themes from the radical cultural 
front of social justice and workers rights  — the folk became the proletariat and folk drama 
became the “people’s theatre” a phrase used repeatedly within the Project and at the 
University of North Carolina.259 
Early in the tenure of the Federal Theatre playwrights in North Carolina, regional 
director John McGee expressed his concerns to Flanagan about their ability to produce new 
plays under the plan. “Just what is happening to the playwrights, I do not know,” Flanagan 
replied, further musing, “What happens to playwrights any place under any circumstances is 
problematical.” She and Koch both knew that there was no formula to nurture writers. The 
Federal Theatre Project could pay writers a living wage, but neither it nor the university 
theatre model really fulfilled their hopes for nurturing new American playwrights.  What 
happened to the playwrights in North Carolina, the ones brought by the Federal Theatre and 
others, highlights how the 1930s cultural scene opened up opportunities for new voices, even 
though it did not make the process of attaining success any easier.260 
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Putting Writers to Work 
 
Unemployed theatre professionals experienced the same sense of shame as other 
unemployed people in the Great Depression. What Herbert Hoover termed the “American 
system of rugged individualism” included the belief that unemployment and poverty were the 
result of an individual’s personal faults or weaknesses. At the onset of the Great Depression, 
most people who lost their jobs resisted charity. Once they gave in and applied for it, they 
encountered a system of local relief that reinforced their shame. Harry Hopkins, who had 
been a social worker in this system, hated the idea that someone who needed help “must be 
made to feel his pauperism,” as he put it. “Every help which was given,” he recalled, was 
done in ways “to intensify” that sense of shame. Hopkins intended to change this attitude 
with the creation of the WPA, and especially for the white-collar professionals the agency 
employed. He was backed by President Roosevelt, who told Congress in 1935: “I am not 
willing that the vitality of our people be further sapped by the giving of cash, of market 
baskets, of a few hours of weekly work cutting grass…. We must preserve not only the 
bodies of the unemployed from destitution but also their self-respect, their self-reliance and 
courage and determination.”261  
This attitude of blaming the unemployed for their own fate was enhanced in a creative 
field like theatre, where the assumption was that the talented found employment and the 
untalented did not. One of the very first things Flanagan had to deal with when the Federal 
Theatre Project got underway, for example, was to convince actors to be listed in playbills. 
They did not want their names associated with what was widely perceived as inferior 
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“government” make-work. Her response, that “The government of the United States is 
paying your salary—which means that the shows will have to be so good you’ll be proud to 
have your name appear,” did not assuage at first their fears. Her response suggests another 
reason for her focus on a permanent federal theatre. It gave the people involved a larger 
objective to be associated with and a sense of purpose and pride rather than shame.262  
This same spirit drove the creation of a department to support writers. Known at 
various times as the Bureau of Research and Publications, the National Service Bureau and 
the National Play Bureau, this department’s purpose was to find plays for the Federal Theatre 
units to produce, and to “provide appropriate and constructive work for playwrights on the 
Federal Theatre Project.” The bureau was located in New York and provided services to all 
of the units across the country. Bureau staff compiled play lists, managed royalty 
negotiations with authors and read new plays. The Project employed playwrights within units 
as well.  Zora Neale Hurston, for example, worked for the New York Harlem Unit as a 
dialect coach, a job description that acknowledged the troubling issue of copyright 
ownership. She worked as a writer on two plays for the Harlem Unit during this time, but this 
activity was presumably not part of her official duties.263  
Project administrators struggled with the dilemma of employing writers in their 
profession at the same time as they encouraged them to do the work they wanted to do — 
playwriting — on their own time. Writers did jobs like Hurston’s work as a dialect coach. In 
                                                
262 Hallie Flanagan, Arena: the History of the Federal Theatre (New York: B. Blom, 1965), 52. 
 
263 Lorraine Brown, “Federal Theatre: Melodrama, Social Protest and Genius,” Quarterly Journal of the Library 
of Congress, v. 36, n. 1, (Winter 1979), 18-37, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/fedtp/ftbrwn00.html, accessed 
Feb. 28, 2013; William Francis McDonald, Federal Relief Administration and the Arts; Origins and 
Administrative History of the Arts Projects of the Works Progress Administration (Columbus: Ohio State 
University Press, 1969), 510, 515-16, 545-549; “Federal Theatre Policy Board Meeting,” April 12-16, 1938, 
from Report of Rosamund Gilder, n.d., box 4, FTP-LOC; Cole and Mitchell, Collected Plays, xxv. 
 
   158 
the Service Bureau, they reviewed new plays submitted to the Project, putting playwrights in 
the position of judging the work of their peers.  Their judgments, preserved in review memos, 
show that the quality of such reviews was mixed, and often subjective or malicious. With this 
background it is possible to suppose that some writers viewed the idea of being on loan to a 
regional unit as an opportunity.  Such a job assignment would allow them to escape the New 
York theatre community, where they were presumably already labeled as failures because 
they were unemployed. While an assignment like North Carolina took them away from the 
chance to make more contacts within the professional end of the business, it offered the 
chance to work with well-known regional artists and to redefine themselves within the 
profession.264 
 
Playwrights on Loan 
 
 “The loan of Play Bureau writers to the North Carolina Federal Theatre Project is 
necessitated by the latter’s utter lack of professional playwrights, play readers, and research 
workers,” began the general bulletin that announced the loan project.  Even though the offer 
was a temporary three-month assignment, it held the possibility of renewal, and the 
playwrights would have their jobs at the Play Bureau when they returned if they had not 
found private employment.  Their salaries would remain at the higher New York relief rate 
instead of the lower North Carolina rate of $44 per month. The general bulletin concluded, 
“Working conditions for writers in North Carolina are excellent to the point of being superior 
to any that may be encountered elsewhere in the Atlantic States.”  The higher wage should 
ensure a comfortable living standard; there was access to the resources of the University, 
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including the “splendid library” and the opportunity to “sit-in at the Drama Classes and 
productions of the Carolina Playmakers.”265 
Koch selected four writers from among the applicants — Grace Murphy, Herbert 
Meadow, Robert Finch and Betty Smith.  He knew Murphy, who had taken a playwriting 
class with him at Columbia University.  She had also studied at the University of Pittsburgh 
and worked as a research assistant for the theatre and music division of the New York Public 
Library. Murphy had published a musical comedy, Knee Deep in June, with her brother 
Stepp Murphy, and a drama based on the life of Florence Nightingale.  Herbert Meadow 
(1911-1995) was from Brooklyn, New York. Born to Russian immigrant parents, Meadow 
held a variety of jobs while learning to write. He had been a runner on Wall Street and for 
bootleggers during Prohibition.  His “deep, resonant voice” led to a job as an announcer for a 
local radio station where he became interested in writing plays. Meadow had studied at 
Brooklyn College and had spent five months with Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer in Hollywood 
working on film scripts. He had had three plays produced. Murphy and Meadow stayed in 
North Carolina for the three-month loan, from April to July 1936, and then returned to New 
York, where both worked for the Project until 1939. Little additional information is available 
about Murphy; Meadow moved to Hollywood in the early 1950s, where he had a long career 
as a movie and television writer.266 
Robert Finch (1909-1959) was from Dillon, Montana. He was a graduate of the 
University of Montana and had been a newspaper reporter and an orchestra leader before 
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moving to New York to pursue acting and playwriting. There he studied with theatre 
professionals Elizabeth Grimball and Eva LeGallienne. He went to the University of North 
Carolina to study playwriting, but left in 1932 because he received a fellowship to study at 
the Yale drama school. In 1934 he left Yale without completing a degree and returned to 
New York. There he had sporadic acting jobs until he went to work for the Theatre Project at 
the end of 1935.267 
The major reason for Finch’s return to New York in 1934 was to stay close to Betty 
Smith (1896-1972).  The couple met at Yale.  Smith was born Elisabeth Wehner to parents 
who were the children of German immigrants in Brooklyn. The family’s financial 
circumstances after her father’s death in 1913 required Smith to go to work, and she never 
completed high school.  At the age of twenty-two she married George Smith, a Brooklyn 
College student she met at evening classes at the Jackson Street Settlement House, and 
moved with him to Michigan where he attended law school. The couple had two children, 
and after her husband became a lawyer, Betty again pursued her education. She had studied 
drama and acted at the settlement house. She continued to pursue this interest at the 
University of Michigan, where she obtained permission to attend classes even though she had 
no high school diploma. The University could not grant her college credit or a degree 
because of this, but she excelled in her studies.  In 1931, she won the Avery Hopwood Drama 
Award for the best play written at the University of Michigan, which led to an invitation 
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from George Pierce Baker to study at Yale University.268   
Smith was at Yale from 1931 to 1933, where she met Robert Finch. During this time 
she and her husband separated and Smith and Finch began a romantic relationship.  After she 
completed the Yale program, Smith, who had two children to support, was employed first 
with the Public Works Administration and then with the Federal Theatre Project. She was 
already familiar with Koch’s program in North Carolina from Baker and Finch. When she 
learned of the chance to go there, she eagerly telegraphed Koch. “Very anxious to join your 
young playwrights experimental project,” she wrote. “Always wanted to come to Chapel Hill 
to study playwriting … I know of your reputation in theatre and will work enthusiastically on 
your project.”  She also asked Koch to request Robert Finch.269   
 The four Federal Theatre writers found themselves absorbed into a network of 
students, alumni and other writers who gravitated to the University as a center of regional 
creativity. They sat in on Koch’s playwriting classes and a writing seminar convened by Paul 
and Elizabeth Green at their home. They met a number of promising writers, including a 
young woman from Winston-Salem, North Carolina, Loretto Carroll Bailey who had 
graduated in 1931, and in early 1936 had a play about to be produced in New York. 
 
“They are our kin.” 
 
Frederick Koch claimed that “the most promising student” he had “next to Paul 
Green” was Loretto Carroll Bailey (1908-1987).  In the course of his work at the University 
of North Carolina and through summer courses he taught at Columbia University, the 
University of California, the University of Alberta in Canada and elsewhere, Koch had 
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mentored a number of promising writers. In addition to Paul Green, there was Thomas 
Wolfe, who had just published his second novel, Of Time and the River; New Yorker 
Magazine writer Joseph Mitchell; and newspaper editor Jonathan Daniels, who also wrote for 
Fortune Magazine and had published a novel, Clash of Angels.270  
Bailey first came to Koch’s attention when a play she wrote won the statewide high 
school play competition in 1927.  After two years at the Woman’s College in Greensboro, 
North Carolina, Bailey entered the University of North Carolina, where her husband and 
former high school teacher, James O. Bailey, was a graduate student. Bailey became a drama 
student there, and her first one-act play for Koch was about the textile mill workers who were 
her neighbors in her hometown of Winston-Salem.  Titled Job’s Kinfolks, this one-act, which 
she later turned into a three-act play, featured three generations of women in a millworker’s 
family.  Loretto used their struggles to highlight employment and child labor issues in the 
mills. Job’s Kinfolks was produced by the Playmakers in 1928 and published in the third 
series of Carolina Folk Plays. 271 
Bailey’s subject matter was timely.  By the 1920s, the textile industry in the 
Piedmont, an area stretching from southern Virginia through the Carolinas into northern 
Georgia, was the world’s leading producer of yarn and cloth.  A post World War I depression 
in textile prices and modernization efforts put stress on management-worker relations, as 
owners slashed the number of workers and instituted the stretch-out system, which made 
fewer workers work longer hours and handle more tasks.  Amid growing discontent among 
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mill workers, union organizers gained new members.  In early 1929, the communist-led 
National Textile Workers Union began an organizing drive in southern mills that helped 
precipitate a wave of strikes in the Piedmont. The most notorious began in early April at the 
Loray Mill in Gastonia, North Carolina, which employed more than 2,000 workers.   
The governor sent the state militia to Gastonia in May to evict families of striking 
mill workers from company-owned houses. The strikers set up a tent colony where a 
confrontation between workers and local police resulted in an exchange of gunfire and the 
death of the local police chief.  The prosecution of his alleged killers ended in a mistrial, 
which drove groups of vigilantes to roam through the area terrorizing union members.  In 
September one such mob attacked a truck full of union leaders. When they opened fire on the 
truck, they shot and killed Ella May Wiggins, one of the most effective local union 
organizers and the mother of five children. Her alleged killers were acquitted at trial, and 
with the subsequent conviction of the police chief’s killers in a second trial, the organizing 
drive and Gastonia strike collapsed.272 
Loretto Bailey was galvanized by the 1929 strikes, especially the events in Gastonia.  
She and her husband were active in support of the strikers, as were others at the University 
including Paul Green and president Frank Porter Graham.  She saw folk drama as a way to 
show the humanity of the mill workers and make their cause a sympathetic one.  As Koch 
noted about Job’s Kinfolks, “they are in search of the things we all pursue—a measure of 
prosperity and of happiness… They are our kin.” Inspired in part by a conversation with 
Frank Graham, the Baileys wrote Strike Song: A Play of Southern Mill People, a 
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dramatization of the Gastonia events, which the Playmakers staged in December 1931.273  
The campus student newspaper liked Strike Song, calling it “quite the most gloriously 
ambitious thing ever attempted” by the Playmakers.  While the play program claimed that the 
script represented “several points of view,” the reviewer noted, it was clear that Mrs. Bailey’s 
sympathies were entirely with the mill workers and that she “attacked her problem from the 
bottom, the folk.”  On this point the Southern Textile Bulletin, an industry-supported 
magazine that represented mill owners, completely agreed.  David Clark, the Bulletin’s 
editor, linked the play with the recent appearance of African American writer Langston 
Hughes on campus, seeing both as evidence of communism and radicalism at the university. 
Clark attacked Strike Song, calling it “an effort to aid in unionizing Southern mills" and a 
"weapon of misrepresentation to an extreme extent in an effort to further the cause.”  He 
honed in on the play’s use of song, which was a typical folk drama element.  Both dramatist 
and critic understood the power of folk ballads to unite a crowd, lift the spirits and create a 
sense of community.  Strike Song used the very songs that Ella May Wiggins and other 
organizers used at rallies.  From the mill owners’ perspective, the play “gives future strikers 
inspirational songs to sing just as the Communists sing the ‘Red International.’”274    
The significance of Strike Song, a documentary-like play that prefigured the social 
commentary plays of a few years later, was noticed as the crisis of the nation’s economic 
collapse deepened in the early 1930s. Strike Song was a “poetic molding of folk attitudes into 
a universal picture of industrial discontent and human aspiration,” noted author Montrose J. 
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Moses in an article titled, “The American Note in Drama.”  Moses talked about the 
possibilities for folk drama bringing a “broadening of sympathy,” especially in the hands of a 
“younger generation” like Bailey. Strike Song, he claimed, “shows the theatre shouldering its 
social responsibility.”275  
Koch and Green put the play in front of New York producers and publishers 
immediately after the Chapel Hill production, but while there was interest there were no 
takers.  The play made it to the finals in a Theatre Guild competition in 1932, but lost to 
another entry.  At least one agent explained why the play was an unlikely choice for 
Broadway.  “It is a fine sincere blazing piece of work,” the agent said, but “it deals with one 
of the questions which is anathema to managers and to our New York public in general,” that 
is, it is a “labor play.” Given that the Broadway audience was comprised largely of “the few 
people who still have money” and those who “seek surcease from their troubles,” it was 
unlikely “that any manager could be found to produce … a play which is written frankly 
from the Labor point of view.”276  
While the Baileys revised Strike Song and tried for a professional production, Koch 
recommended Loretto to teach drama at Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina. 
Founded in 1865 with support from the American Baptist Home Mission Society and the 
Freedman’s Bureau, Shaw University was the first college for blacks in the South.  Among 
its graduates were the founding presidents of four other black colleges in North Carolina.  In 
1931, W. Stuart Nelson became Shaw’s fourth and first black president.  A graduate of 
Howard University and Yale, Nelson and his wife Blanche Wright Nelson, had participated 
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in the theatres on those campuses.  Nelson wanted to set up a similar drama program at Shaw 
to train black drama teachers for other colleges.277 
After Loretto’s first year at Shaw, in which her annual salary of $300 “proved to be 
barely sufficient to pay her bus fare from Chapel Hill to Raleigh,” and in which she did little 
of her own playwriting, Koch appealed to John Marshall at the Rockefeller Foundation for 
help. The Theatre Union, a new company in New York dedicated to presenting plays about 
working people and labor issues, had optioned Strike Song for production but wanted 
revisions in the script. Koch thought Bailey spent too much effort on the Shaw program at 
the expense of her own work, but Bailey saw it differently.  “Your investment in me,” with 
the fellowship, she wrote to Marshall, “is a double one: investment in my ability to write and 
in my power to do something for the advancement of Negro drama in the state.”  Her position 
at Shaw, she felt, had put “in a position which has great possibilities.”278 
While at Shaw, Bailey had helped organize a Negro College Dramatic Association 
and fielded multiple requests from “Negro directors” at other schools. They “look to Shaw as 
a sort of center around which they can organize,” she told Marshall, “and a source of 
experience upon which they can draw for help.” While she agreed with Koch that she should 
spend more time on her writing, she felt that because she had “by chance been caught up in 
Dr. Nelson’s program to advance drama” throughout the state, that “somehow the program 
which is begun should go on.” Bailey proposed that with financial help, Shaw could appoint 
an African American woman as her assistant and that she, along with extra help from 
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University of North Carolina staff, could take over enough duties so that Bailey could be 
available to the Theatre Union. Marshall, who also was interested in the work at Shaw, 
agreed to another fellowship for Bailey and a grant to the black college to cover these costs 
for the next two years.279 
During the same year of 1934, Koch and Green journeyed to St. Louis, Missouri for 
the first National Folk Festival, organized by another University of North Carolina graduate, 
Sarah Gertrude Knott.  Knott’s plan for the festival was to showcase the great variety of 
regional ethnicities and cultures, and unlike previous attempts at similar festivals, Knott’s 
plans included Native American and African American representatives. There Koch’s path 
crossed that of Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960), an African American ethnologist and writer 
also interested in folk drama, who had brought a dance troupe to the Festival. Hurston was 
already familiar with the University of North Carolina program and Koch knew of her work. 
The two shared a mutual interest in regional rural folk culture and its potential to be the 
source of an indigenous drama.280 
Zora Neale Hurston grew up in Eatonville, Florida, an African American town near 
Orlando.  She left home at the age of fourteen and held a series of jobs, including one as a 
maid and dresser for an actress with a touring Gilbert and Sullivan company, her introduction 
to theatre.  She eventually made her way to Morgan College in Baltimore, where she earned a 
high school degree and worked with the drama group, the Morgan Players. In 1925, Hurston 
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moved to New York, joining the black artists and intellectuals of the Harlem Renaissance. 
She gained favorable attention for her short stories and plays, and eventually enrolled at 
Barnard College, where she studied anthropology with Franz Boas.  As part of her studies, 
Hurston made multiple trips to the South to collect folk stories and songs, and began to 
develop her own theories about black folk drama.281 
Hurston thought that the black folklore presented in print and on stage by white and 
sometimes black authors was largely inauthentic, or had, as she once described it, “squeezed 
all Negro-ness out of everything.” She had a similar impression about the work on black 
folklore published by Howard Odum and Guy Johnson at the University of North Carolina. 
Her comment to Alain Locke after she read The Negro and His Songs, published by Odum 
and Johnson in 1926, was that the book was “not so stupendous as the critics make out. It is 
inaccurate in a dozen places.” Her own collecting experience had produced similar “songs 
cut into bits” she noted, but she kept searching until she felt she’d documented the whole 
song. Because of her knowledge of the material, she thought Odum and Johnson’s work 
“perfectly honest” but “misinformed.”282  
Hurston used the folklore material she gathered in her short stories and novels, but in 
the 1930s she focused most on bringing this material to the stage, to create a “ real Negro art 
theatre.” She shared at least two of her plays with W. E. B. Du Bois, who founded the 
Krigwa Players in Harlem in 1925, although neither was staged. She also worked with 
Langston Hughes on a play titled Mule Bone. Their collaboration was unsuccessful; she and 
Hughes disagreed on multiple issues, including authorship. In 1931, she decided to start her 
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own theatre company and wrote The Great Day, a musical revue of dances, songs and stories. 
This piece had three performances in New York in January 1932. While it was a critical 
success, it was a financial failure, leaving Hurston in debt.283  
Hurston used material from Great Day for a show she staged at Rollins College in 
Florida in 1933, titled From Sun to Sun.  Rollins was a white institution located near her 
hometown of Eatonville. Hurston met the college’s president and two professors in 1932, 
including Robert Wunsch, a University of North Carolina drama alumnus.  The Rollins 
people were interested in Hurston’s work on African American folk drama and invited her to 
be a guest artist. Hurston was excited by the possibilities that Rollins offered.  Much of her 
folk material was from Florida communities, as she explained to Rollins professor Edwin 
Osgood Grover.  “Seeing the stuff that is being put forth by overwrought members of my 
own race, and well-meaning but uninformed white people, I conceived the idea of giving a 
series of concerts of untampered-with Negro folk material,” she told him. Most of this 
material “came from Florida,” and “so I thought that it would be fine to give a series, or one 
at least in the native habitat of the songs and tales.”284  
Hurston worked with Wunsch on Sun to Sun. They used local African Americans in 
the cast, but Hurston was unable to convince the college president to allow blacks to attend 
the performances. Instead, a separate performance was staged at a nearby black school.  Still, 
Hurston was excited by this new venue, writing to a friend that Rollins, “like the U. of N. 
Car. wishes to make use of the Negro folk-lore of its state.” They made plans to take the 
show to Chapel Hill for the dramatic tournament in March 1933, but Rollins officials 
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ultimately decided there was not enough money. “So it looks as if whites and blacks will all 
stay home and plan for next Fall,” Hurston explained to Alain Locke.  “A lot can be done” at 
Rollins, she told Locke, and “Paul Green and the entire [UNC] U.C. Crowd is with us.”285   
The Rollins plans did not develop immediately into a more formal program. In 1934, 
Hurston was asked to start a drama program at Bethune-Cookman College, and in 1935 at 
Fisk University. Nothing came of the former plan, as Hurston was consumed with the 
publication of two books and the school had little money with which to build a program. The 
Fisk offer never moved beyond discussion.  Hurston worked briefly for the Federal Theatre 
Project in New York in late 1935.  She was employed by John Houseman in the Harlem 
black unit as a “drama coach,” and wrote at least two plays that were not produced. She left 
this job when she received a Guggenheim fellowship to continue her folk research in the 
Caribbean.  By the time the four Federal Theatre playwrights headed to North Carolina in 
early 1936, Hurston was in Jamaica, doing research in the field. 286 
 
New Playwrights in the Village 
 
The four Federal Theatre playwrights selected for the Chapel Hill assignment arrived 
in April 1936, springtime in North Carolina. “No other season can compare with it,” wrote 
Robert Finch the following year. “Nowhere else does Nature outdo herself as she does here. 
Each morning comes a new wonder: now cherry-blossoms, the next day violets, the next the 
flowering dogwood, then wisteria and red-bud.”  It was, he ebulliently described, an “infinite 
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renewal” and a “miracle of young and growing things.”287 
The University of North Carolina was a modest institution, situated in a small town 
that was in many ways an extension of the university.  Most municipal services were owned 
and managed by the university.  There were about three thousand residents.  The two main 
streets of town were paved but the rest were packed dirt. Downtown consisted of three blocks 
of shops, a bookstore, one movie theatre, and three churches.  Yet despite its remote location, 
the town was tied to events in Washington, New York and other cosmopolitan places through 
the links that President Graham, Howard Odum and other professors had with Roosevelt’s 
administration, and through the Playmakers’ network, which spanned Broadway and 
Hollywood. Nearby was the textile mill village of Carrboro, separated from Chapel Hill by a 
black neighborhood and by the class gulf between the university faculty and mill workers.288  
Koch was engaged in organizing a new department of drama, separate from the 
English department where his activities had resided in previous years. The new structure 
included a graduate program.  The department had seven faculty members, including Koch; 
Sam Selden, who taught technical theatre and directed; Paul Green, who was a full professor 
but by mutual agreement was teaching only part time and without pay; and instructors in 
production, costume, and movement, and a manager of the extension service. In addition to a 
full schedule of undergraduate and graduate courses, the department produced about forty 
performances each year of experimental one-act student plays and full length plays, hosted 
visiting theatre companies, managed an active extension program to state high schools and 
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community theatres, hosted the annual state dramatic tournament, and put a Playmakers’ 
touring company on the road.289 
At this early stage in the Project, the Service Bureau had little more direction for the 
four playwrights than what Koch had originally proposed, which was to “have a number of 
promising young American playwrights working with us here in Chapel Hill.” Someone in 
charge of an active program like Koch needed little direction.  Mindful of the copyright issue 
for any plays they wrote on Project time, Koch assigned the group to do historical research 
for new plays for the North Carolina community theatre units and to write the North Carolina 
Federal Theatre newsletter, Backstage.  For the three months they were in Chapel Hill, Koch 
put them in drama classes and cast them in the major spring production at the university, a 
modern adaptation of the Greek comedy Lysistrata.290 
The playwrights accomplished a great deal in this three-month period. Meadow edited 
Backstage and all four wrote articles for the newsletter and other publications.  Murphy 
wrote an account of the Federal Theatre in North Carolina, while Smith and Finch compiled 
an Extension Bulletin, Plays for Schools and Little Theatres. At the request of the state health 
division, Herb Meadow wrote a radio play about hookworm. It aired on August 6, 1936, 
performed by members of the Raleigh Little Theatre. The short educational play dramatized 
the effects of hookworm on farmers and field workers over the years and the discoveries that 
led to public health efforts to eradicate it.291   
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Even though the playwrights were involved in department activities, they remained 
outsiders. Grace Murphy observed the disdain for people on relief among the faculty. In her 
piece about the Federal Theatre in North Carolina, she recounted a discussion among drama 
professors about how to integrate the students’ work with the “unknown professional actors 
and directors on relief.” She added parenthetically: “This attitude of relief workers being 
chained philistines was immediately felt by this writer in particular from the first moment of 
meeting the staff, although Professor Koch did nobly try to hide it.” She expressed the hope 
that the “future may prove to these smug people that economics, character and talent are not 
measured on the same scales.”292   
Since the playwrights were not writing plays for the Federal Theatre, except for 
Meadow’s Hookworm, it was hard to tell if this arrangement was having a positive effect on 
their creative work. When the three-month loan period ended in August 1936, the four 
playwrights returned to New York. Murphy and Meadow elected to stay at their jobs in the 
Service Bureau there, but Betty Smith and Robert Finch applied to return to Chapel Hill for 
another three-month loan period.  This time they had different instructions. They were to 
write plays for Federal Theatre production, as assigned by the head of the national play 
bureau. In addition, they were to read original plays that North Carolina Project leaders 
thought promising, and to compile “local histories and other local data about the 
revolutionary and pre-revolutionary period,” for a group in New York working on American 
historical scripts.  The loan of the playwrights was to be automatically extended for as long 
as Koch could justify their time in North Carolina. Koch wanted to keep them as much as 
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Finch and Smith wanted to stay.293 
 
The Personal in the Bureaucratic 
 
From her own later account, Betty Smith fell in love with Chapel Hill. She was eager 
to leave New York, and the small southern university town that she first learned about 
through the works of Thomas Wolfe seemed idyllic.  Smith told the story often, according to 
those who knew her. She got off the bus in Chapel Hill with her youngest daughter, who 
asked how long they would stay.  “Forever,” Smith said she told her as they marveled at 
magnolia blossoms.294    
This embellished account covers up the harsh realities of being a single mother on 
relief determined to make a successful writing career. Chapel Hill must have looked like an 
ideal place to raise her daughters, who were thirteen and eleven years old in 1936.  But the 
Federal Theatre paycheck, even at the New York scale, was not enough money. Smith 
supplemented it by editing other dramatists’ work and writing pieces for Modern Romance 
magazine. Robert Finch could have found work as an actor, but for that to pay he needed to 
be in New York. He chose to stay in North Carolina with Smith.295   
In Chapel Hill Smith and Finch co-wrote at least ten plays as Federal Theatre writers, 
some with North Carolina historical themes and some based on Smith or Finch’s background. 
The Bull of Durham, for example, was a comedy about how Bull Durham tobacco got its 
name.   Western Night was about a dying cowboy in a bunkhouse, which was subject matter 
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from Finch’s Montana childhood. A Night in the Country imagined a family of Brooklynites 
on a weekend visit to the country, reflective of Smith’s background. Some of these plays 
received Federal Theatre productions, and Finch and Smith eventually published many of 
them, apparently managing to retain the copyright.296  
Koch and Green knew they were promising writers and helped them to stay in North 
Carolina.  When Smith and Finch returned to Chapel Hill in September 1936 after 
“Herculean effort” and  “the cutting of miles of red tape,” their stay would be extended again 
and again for the next three years. When Finch lost his relief status due to his failure to 
reapply at one point, Green appealed to Federal Theatre staff who helped him get reinstated; 
other challenges to their tenure likewise failed to dislodge them.297  
In October 1937, the Project opened a service bureau in Birmingham, Alabama, to 
serve the South. When its manager, Josef Lentz, discovered Finch and Smith in North 
Carolina, he promptly asked for them to be relocated to Birmingham, where he could 
supervise them. “Prof Koch and John McGee have had a strange Love feast going on in 
Chapel Hill that I did not know of consisting of two playwrights,” Lentz reported when he 
learned of their presence in his region. He demanded that Flanagan tell McGee and Koch that 
the Project was “no longer paying Prof Koch with people in Chapel Hill for his convience 
[sic].” The North Carolina contingent appealed to McGee in the national office, who came up 
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with a solution.298 
The Project is “very interested to develop the technique of writing for the Living 
Newspaper style of theatre,” McGee wrote to Koch. Was there a way to involve Koch’s 
playwriting students, he wondered, and might “a subject be chosen in which the University of 
North Carolina has a distinguished research record.” McGee and Lentz wanted a 
contemporary play about social problems, which for them was encapsulated in one word, 
“cotton.”  Finch and Smith were situated at the university that had produced the most 
important sociological and economic studies on the region through Howard Odum’s Institute 
for Social Research. They were working with the university’s drama program, renowned for 
folk plays that dramatized the South’s problems.  Koch and Green appeared to know how to 
navigate sensitive political issues when they took on difficult subjects, such as the fallout 
after Strike Song.  From the far-away perspective of Washington and New York, The Lost 
Colony project seemed to show that the state’s conservative politicians supported the drama 
program.  Accordingly, Koch and Green agreed that the playwrights would work on a play 
about cotton, and it would be in the format of a living newspaper, a concept created by the 
Federal Theatre.299 
 
Living Newspapers and Southern Sensibilities 
 
Because the Federal Theatre was not dependent on ticket sales for income, its 
directors were able to experiment in ways that were too risky for other companies — in play 
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choice and production options. Plays that no one expected to attract a large audience, for 
example, like Murder in the Cathedral, T. S. Eliot’s verse drama about the assassination of 
Archbishop Thomas Becket, was produced in New York by the Federal Theatre to critical 
acclaim and, more unexpectedly, to full audiences. The low ticket price was the initial 
attraction, but word of mouth soon took over and gave the Project its first hit. The Project 
also produced plays on social subjects that commercial producers would consider too dry or 
pedantic, such as Chalk Dust, which attacked problems in public education through the 
depiction of a teacher’s struggles against bureaucracy and intolerance. Chalk Dust played in 
New York for a remarkable run of two months, and was staged by ten regional units as 
well.300   
Since the primary aim was employment, Federal Theatre units also could afford to 
employ large casts and have long rehearsal periods. Conversely, because only a small portion 
of Project funds was designated for materials, the units looked for ways to do simple sets and 
staging.  These conditions encouraged development of the Living Newspaper play format, a 
dramatization of current events staged in short scenes with innovative lighting and screen 
projections. A disembodied offstage voice, Mr. Loudspeaker, was used for transitions, to 
identify location and characters, and to comment on the action or pose questions. Projections 
were used to show images, short films or charts and statistics, thus packing more information 
into the stage action and keeping the experience lively. To portray real people, including 
congressmen and judges, living newspapers employed large masks (see illustration).301 
                                                
300 Willson Whitman, Bread and Circuses: A Study of the Federal Theatre (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1937), 39-40; Kazacoff, Dangerous Theatre, 327. 
 
301 McDonald, Federal Relief Administration, 553-4, FTP, “Writing the Living Newspaper,” and “Federal 
Theatre Offers Professional Production …”, Smith Papers; John O'Connor and Lorraine Brown, Free, Adult, 
Uncensored: The Living History of the Federal Theatre Project (Washington; New York: New Republic Books, 
1978), 9-10.  
   178 
Caption: A scene from the New York production of Power. Library of Congress, 
Music Division, Federal Theatre Project Collection. 
 
Living Newspaper plays were some of the most talked about Federal Theatre 
productions. Some critics viewed them as pure propaganda, while others gave them positive 
reviews. Living Newspaper plays in New York addressed the plight of farmers including the 
failure of the New Deal Agricultural Adjustment Act in Triple-A Plowed Under; advocated 
for public ownership of utilities in Power; presented a pro-labor view of unions in Injunction 
Granted; and exposed the desperate plight of the poor living in unregulated urban tenements 
in One-Third of a Nation. The Chicago unit produced Spirochete, a history of syphilis, in 
response to the surgeon general’s call for a national effort to eradicate the disease.302   
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Federal Theatre leaders tried to deflect criticism of Living Newspapers by comparing 
the format to the popular radio and newsreel program, the March of Time. That news 
program used a combination of actual film or audio footage of current events with 
reenactments, narrated by the Voice of Time.   Despite Flanagan’s insistence on the objective 
nature of the content, living newspapers had a bias: people’s problems were portrayed as the 
result not of personal failure but of social conditions and an exploitative capitalist system.   
The Service Bureau had a separate department for the development of Living 
Newspapers, co-sponsored with the Newspaper Guild and organized much like a newsroom. 
The method of developing these scripts employed multiple writers, which was an advantage 
for the Project, because of the need to conduct considerable background research, to “shake 
the living daylights out of a thousand books, reports, newspapers, and magazine articles,” 
according to Brooks Atkinson. Each potential script employed two to four writers to compile 
information and produce a draft.303   
The Play Bureau urged regional units to write living newspapers about issues specific 
to their locales, but the problems of the South — race, poverty and exploited labor — were of 
national interest.  In early 1936, as the Living Newspaper unit got organized, Elmer Rice, 
who was then head of the New York Project, proposed a script that would  "would expose the 
common practice of lynching Negroes and also the plight of the sharecroppers.” Researchers 
in the Living Newspaper unit developed a preliminary draft of twelve scenes, titled The 
South, which began with the Emancipation Proclamation and ended with black labor 
organizer Angelo Herndon calling on fellow workers and the audience to join the fight 
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against capitalism. In between, scenes dealt with tenant farming, the Scottsboro case, Jim 
Crow segregation and anti-lynching legislation. For unknown reasons, The South never went 
beyond this first draft.  Pieces of the draft did eventually show up in other scripts, including 
Triple-A and Power.304   
When Josef Lentz took charge of the southern regional play bureau, he reported a 
conversation he had had with a “director of the Interstate Trade Commission and Labor 
Relations Board.” The latter was new, established by the National Labor Relations Act of 
1935, which asserted a governmental role in managing employer-employee relations. Both it 
and the Interstate Trade commission had regional boards that were charged with investigating 
complaints.  In the southern region, most of the complaints to both boards would have 
centered on the subject of cotton. The region was a global producer of the crop.   
The “cotton economy,” according to Howard Odum, was the “most dominant and 
definitive factor” in agriculture. The South produced nearly sixty percent of the national crop 
of cotton, and more than sixty percent of it was exported.  More than half “of all the crop 
land in the region” was involved in its production, as were nearly “a third of all the farm 
families in the nation,” over half of who were tenant farmers. In the 1930s cotton prices 
plummeted, driving farmer and sharecropper alike into poverty and onto relief. The situation 
was exacerbated by the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1933, which paid farmers not to 
produce in order to drive up the price of a crop.  In the South, farm owners kept the subsidy 
and evicted tenant farmers and sharecroppers. 305 
                                                
304 Quoted in Paul Nadler, “Liberty Censored: Black Living Newspapers of the Federal Theatre Project,” 
African American Review, Vol. 29, No. 4. (Winter, 1995), pp. 615-622, 616; O’Connor and Brown, Free, Adult, 
14; Flanagan, Arena, 88-90. 
 
305 Howard Washington Odum, Southern Regions of the United States (New York: Agathon Press, 1936, 1969), 
49. 
   181 
The region’s industrial growth relied on cotton as well.  By 1929, sixty percent of the 
nation’s textile industry was in the South, attracted by low wages and nonunion labor. 
Another New Deal effort, the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933, had established the 
right of workers to form unions and tens of thousands of southern mill workers had done so 
since the Gastonia strike of 1929. The law had little effect on their working conditions, since 
mill owners oversaw panels charged with developing industry guidelines. The United Textile 
Workers called a general strike in 1934, and in response Southern governors called out the 
National Guard and deputized local law enforcement officers to combat the striking workers. 
The effort failed to advance the union’s goals and the mill owners refused to rehire the 
workers who had walked out.306  
Joseph Lentz’ board acquaintance appears to have served on regional boards for both 
the Interstate Trade Commission and the Labor Relations Board. The former presided over 
cases related to disputes such as disproportionate freight rates in the South, which relied on 
trains to ship cotton, its major commodity. The latter board dealt with complaints from 
factory workers. “Each of their cases of adjustments, hearings, etc. is reported on in narrative 
form and of course are all documentary evidence and actual facts,” Lentz reported. “These 
reports are the most exciting material for Living Newspaper that I have ever encountered.”307   
The South’s “cotton economy” was a timely choice of subject matter. Virtually no 
other topic encompassed all of the negative issues that Americans associated with the region, 
from its plantation past to its current dire economic straits, from its history of enslaved blacks 
to its peonage system of sharecroppers and tenants and textile mill workers. King Cotton, as 
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the working script was titled, would deal with all of these things and touch as well on 
education, chain gangs, and anti-lynching legislation.   Finch and Smith had a wealth of 
research material to draw from.  Their source list was a summary of scholarship produced by 
Howard Odum and his researchers at the Institute of Social Science Research at the 
University of North Carolina during the previous decade: Howard Odum’s Southern Regions 
of the United States; Rupert Vance’s Human Factors in Cotton Culture; Embree, Johnson 
and Alexander’s The Collapse of Cotton Tenancy, and more. Their sources followed the tale 
of cotton into industrial relations and textile mills with works like Cotton Mill People of the 
Piedmont: A Study in Social Change by Marjorie Potwin, and Welfare Work in Mill Villages 
by Harriet Herring. Added to the extensive research was an equally extensive list of fictional 
works related to cotton, from Erskine Caldwell’s Tobacco Road, Paul Green’s This Body the 
Earth, and Loretto Carroll Bailey’s Strike Song.308 
Finch and Smith collaborated with two of Koch’s graduate students, William Peery 
and Clemon White, to research and write the script. They did not use Lentz’ source for the 
hearing records of the Labor Relations Board, but they did conduct interviews to augment the 
extensive resources they had. They interviewed various state officials including North 
Carolina governor Clyde Hoey, who refused to be quoted but who assured them, “Don’t you 
worry about the tenant farmer. Everything will come out all right.” Other interviews included 
the state agricultural commissioner, a prison official who commented on the incidence of 
crime among sharecroppers, and Clarence Poe, editor of the Progressive Farmer, who had 
testified before a Senate committee in 1936 on the farm tenancy act. Poe was a proponent for 
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crop diversification. “Time and again,” Poe told the playwrights, prosperous states had 
demonstrated that successful farmers had a “ration of 50-50 between crop and livestock 
income,” while “the ratio in North Carolina was 90-10, and in the Cotton Belt proper, even 
lower.” He had said the same thing to the Senate committee that eventually drafted the 
Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Act of 1937, which included a credit program to assist tenant 
farmers to purchase land.309  
The writers chose a more moderate approach to the subject than previous Living 
Newspapers, which had confronted the audience at the end with a call to action to correct 
injustices.  The Cotton authors tried to counter the negative view of the region with positive 
images of southerners in their homes and communities, images from folk drama.  From 
headquarters, John McGee initially suggested that they “humanize” the story by “narrowing 
down to a small group of ordinary class representatives.” Thus the narrative was carried by a 
“family of tenants,” whose experiences would illustrate the hardships of those who tried to 
stay on the farm and those who left for paying jobs in the mills. William Peery drafted an 
outline based on group meetings of the four writers with Paul Green, from which each would 
work on parts of the script.  The theme, Peery stated, might be described as “cotton, and what 
it has done to the South.” The play should, “wherever possible … expose fraud, dishonesty, 
hypocrisy, bad conditions of any kind,” Peery suggested.  He added that he thought the idea 
“pretty sombre,” and said, “If we don’t look out we will miss the pleasant side of the south—
the beauty, humor, gaiety, color and music.” He proposed they end the play with the passage 
of the farm tenancy bill, followed by a scene that showed how the bill “did not go far 
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enough” and that those people not helped by the bill would step forward and speak about 
their plight. “Figuratively, they will say, but what about us?”310  
The result was a script that used folk drama characters familiar to Playmakers 
audiences — including white and black sharecroppers, millworkers, and prisoners — and 
incorporated folk music and songs. The action rambled from farm to landlord’s house to 
prisons, churches, schools, mills and commodity markets, interspersed with an impressive 
array of statistics and expert opinions on the problems of the South.  The action opens with 
the Senate committee conducting hearings on the farm tenancy bill, listening to the testimony 
of Elbert Q. Expert, a composite character who represents university researchers studying the 
problem. Throughout the play Mr. Blackboard, a variation on the loudspeaker character, aids 
Mr. Expert by presenting statistics and commentary on the action. The problems being 
considered — a one-crop agricultural system, the extreme poverty of landless agricultural 
workers, the plight of mill workers — are illustrated by events in the life of the Britt family, 
white sharecroppers. Farmer Britt struggles each year to feed his family and stay in one 
place. Other characters include a son who must choose between farming and an education, 
the son’s girlfriend who works in a textile mill, a daughter who wants a better life, a young 
man who gets involved in criminal activities and dies of tuberculosis, and a teenage girl who 
marries young to lessen the burden on the family.  
The Congressional committee sends Mr. Expert south with Farmer Britt to learn 
firsthand about the problems facing sharecroppers. In the course of his travels Mr. Expert 
learns about the agricultural and economic challenges of growing cotton, the operation of the 
cotton markets and problems of international competition, and the relationship between mill 
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owners and mill workers. He meets an array of experts on agriculture, social work, crime and 
education, who all point to solutions as seen from their own perspective, and through the 
course of a convoluted plot he spends time on lynchings, race relations and religion—visiting 
both a white and a black church.  The authors also included a scene highlighting the lack of 
academic freedom at small southern colleges and another illustrating the horrors of a prison 
chain gang. The play ends not with a “What About Us?” scene of forgotten people, as Peery 
proposed, but with Mr. Expert marrying the sharecropper’s daughter and the members of the 
Senate committee setting to work on a bill that will “correct these evils.”311   
This draft arrived at the national Play Bureau in July 1938, just a week or so after the 
White House released its Report on Economic Conditions of the South that labeled the region 
the “Nation’s No. 1 economic problem.” Much of the data in it came from the University of 
North Carolina’s social science group, led by regionalist Howard Odum. The University’s 
president, Frank Graham, was chair of the report’s advisory committee. The timing was 
coincidental but it presaged the political problems that would hereafter challenge the Theatre 
Project’s vaunted independence and radical bent.
312
 
During July and August 1938, Play Bureau readers reviewed King Cotton.  Two out 
of three readers rejected the script, with one noting that it was “difficult to follow” and that it 
used “every hackneyed device made familiar by the New York living newspapers, and 
contributes a little smart-aleck humor if its own,” suggesting that his objections may have 
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been more with the format and social content of Living Newspapers. In late August, the head 
of the Play Bureau reported the results and abruptly noted, “I see no point in having the play 
revised.”  He did think that since Josef Lentz remained interested in a “Living Newspaper 
script on cotton written for the southern region,” it might be worthwhile to write a new 
script.313 
This internal debate is a puzzle to decipher.  A weak first draft did not automatically 
mean that the Bureau would reject a play for the Theatre Project.  As theatre professionals, 
they were all aware that any script typically would undergo multiple revisions, and the 
Living Newspapers scripts were especially challenging because of the volume of research 
data and the controversial subjects. What is not recorded in official memos or reports are the 
internal debates over the virtues or faults of the King Cotton script and the idea of producing 
such a play in the Southern Region. The Project had been open about producing such a play. 
The Service Bureau had announced in May 1938 that Finch and Smith were “in North 
Carolina preparing a script called ‘King Cotton,’” which would “pay special attention to 
sharecropping.” That same month the House of Representatives established a Committee on 
Un-American Activities, chaired by conservative Democrat Martin Dies, which called for an 
investigation into the Federal Theater Project.  On July 26, Committee member J. Parnell 
Thomas declared that the Federal Theatre Project was a “hot bed for Communists,” and “one 
more link in the vast and unparalleled New Deal propaganda machine.”314  
Despite the political atmosphere and the negative reports on the first draft of King 
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Cotton, the matter was still under debate in October 1938, when Lentz once again demanded 
that Smith and Finch move to Birmingham.  North Carolina officials intervened on their 
behalf, with state WPA director George Coan claiming that if their departure was related to 
the Living Newspaper script, he wanted Project leaders to know that the two “were working 
on this script under very trying conditions and were persuaded to employ for it an outline of 
which they emphatically disapproved. They did this in order to prevent an unpleasant 
situation and get on with the work.” Lentz argued that Coan was probably under pressure 
from Koch who he insisted was conducting a “boondoggle” to keep the playwrights in 
Chapel Hill. “I am quite set in my views that this … was arranged on location by both John 
McGee and some later talks while in Manteo with Mrs. Flanagan,” he complained. “Entirely 
too much work has been done between this project and the National Service Bureau by word 
of mouth and other unofficial channels.” Despite his protestations, Flanagan held firm and 
Finch and Smith remained in North Carolina. Lentz lost on the issue of King Cotton as well, 
since he it seemed that he was the only person in the Federal Theatre Project willing to push 
forward on the sensitive topic.315 
 
A Wonder 
 
In early 1939, as the Project’s future looked dubious, Koch used Rockefeller 
Foundation grants and fellowships not to only expand the work of the drama department, but 
also to help Robert Finch and Betty Smith.  In addition to finding fellowships for them, he 
promoted their plays and touted their successes along with that of others from the drama 
program.  Finch and Smith’s comical one-act, A Night in the Country, was produced by a 
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community theatre in Rocky Mount, in October 1938. And in early 1939, Koch publicized 
the news that one of Finch’s plays was opening in Boston and that Smith had won another 
playwriting prize.  From Koch’s perspective, they were now part of the department and his 
movement.316   
Koch could not do the same thing for African American artists because the University 
of North Carolina and the society in which he lived was segregated.  Yet in the expansive 
way in which he considered the folk drama movement his movement, he helped black artists 
through North Carolina black colleges. He publicized the fact that he invited black college 
groups to present plays at the annual state dramatic competition held at the University, which 
he did first in 1933, although these groups were barred from the competition. He supported 
the intercollegiate dramatic association formed by Morgan College professor Randolph 
Edmonds and a similar high school association in North Carolina. In addition to 
recommending Loretto Carroll Bailey to Shaw University, he made department faculty and 
other resources available to help her build the program while she was there from 1933-1935 
and continued to provide assistance to her black successors there.    
Even though Zora Neale Hurston was unable to bring her group from Rollins College 
to the drama meeting in North Carolina in 1933, she and Koch maintained contact.  An 
excerpt from his review of Mules and Men, published in 1935, was featured on the book 
jacket of Tell My Horse, Hurston’s new book published in 1938.  This book may have 
prompted a re-acquaintance, and an invitation to speak at North Carolina College for Negroes 
in early 1939.  There, “in her characteristically charming manner,” according to the Carolina 
Times, she entranced the crowd with tales of her research in Haiti, especially about “the way 
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in which certain of the natives are able to restore life to persons who have been dead for 
some time and make slaves of them.” These exotic tales of “zombies” reportedly caused a 
“run” on her book at the library.317    
After Koch spoke at the College a couple of weeks later, he received a note from 
college president James Shepard. “We are always glad to have you,” he wrote and continued, 
“I have been carefully considering all that you say about Miss Thurston. (sic) Do you have 
her address?” His conversation with Shepard apparently led to a job offer for Hurston, since 
shortly afterward she telegraphed Koch:  “Turning you some humble thanks for what we’re 
about [to] receive.” Koch reported the news to David Stevens at the Rockefeller Foundation, 
noting, “I have been trying to find a place for this gifted Negro writer in the state for a 
number of years now and have at last succeeded.” Hurston had plans for promoting “native 
Negro drama” in North Carolina, Koch said, and “initiating a movement not merely local but 
national in scope.”  He inquired if Stevens had met her yet. “She is really a wonder,” he 
wrote.318   
Late in 1937, Hurston returned to the United States from her Caribbean research. She 
worked for the Federal Writers Project in Florida in 1938 and 1939, while also continuing her 
own writing based on the folk material she had gathered in Jamaica and Haiti. She renewed 
ties with Rollins College, where Howard Bailey, former North Carolina Federal Theatre state 
director and University of North Carolina graduate, now directed the drama program. In 
1938, Hurston took a group of folk singers to the National Folk Festival in Washington, DC, 
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raising money for the trip through a concert at the Winter Park Women’s Club sponsored by 
Rollins College. The Writers Project also engaged her as a dramatist to help promote the Arts 
Projects. In January 1939, Hurston organized a group of black teenagers to perform some of 
the dances from The Great Day, and presented two shows for a WPA convention in Orlando.  
Hurston continued to work with the Writers Project until August 1939, when WPA 
reorganization changed the structure of the Florida program, and a failed marriage led her to 
consider the job in North Carolina. Shepard’s offer meant a steady paycheck, the chance to 
pursue drama and the opportunity to work with Koch and Green.319 
Shepard announced Hurston’s appointment in June, as part of his plan to strengthen 
the North Carolina College’s faculty.  Her selection, according to Shepard, would “give her 
students direct contact with a successful novelist” and lend “added prestige to the school.” 
Koch saw an opportunity to build more drama programs in the state, but Shepard linked this 
appointment to an announcement that the college was to establish graduate programs, taught 
by professors from the University of North Carolina and Duke University.  These “eminent 
professors” would offer courses in a range of disciplines, including sociology, education, 
history, political science and “race relations.” Their work would complement a “strong 
fulltime faculty … selected from the race” at North Carolina College, which included 
Hurston. 320 
The plan for graduate studies at the North Carolina College for Negroes, which was a 
state-supported institution, was a response to lawsuits filed by black students elsewhere 
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attempting to gain entrance to graduate programs at white universities in segregated states. In 
late 1938, the United States Supreme Court ruled in Gaines v. Canada that Missouri and 
other segregated states had to provide access, either by allowing black and white students to 
attend the same school or by creating separate programs.  This ruling coincided with an 
application to the University of North Carolina’s sociology graduate program from Pauli 
Murray, an African American from Durham and a graduate of Hunter College in New York.  
Murray’s application engendered heated debate on the Chapel Hill campus. In February 
1939, the campus YMCA and the American Student Union hosted an interracial panel 
discussion about the matter which resulted in a resolution to the state legislature in favor of 
admitting black students to University of North Carolina graduate programs.321   
Despite this resolution and public statements from a handful of faculty members, 
including Paul Green, in support of integration, university president Frank Porter Graham 
ultimately sided with the plan to build graduate schools at black colleges.  The situation 
seemed little changed from 1933, when Graham had avoided a decision on Thomas Hocutt’s 
application to the pharmacy program because James Shepard refused to released Hocutt’s 
transcript. Newspaper editor Virginius Dabney had observed then that, “the University of 
North Carolina is concededly the most liberal state institution in the South in its attitude 
toward the Negro race. There is no likelihood that any other Southern college or university 
for whites will acquiesce in the admission of Negroes so long as the school headed by Dr. 
Frank P. Graham maintains its present uncompromising attitude.”322  
Whether Koch agreed with Green about integration is not known; he was sincere in 
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his advocacy of Hurston and wanted to help her advance the cause of black folk drama.  In 
early October 1939, he invited her to Chapel Hill to address the annual meeting of the 
Carolina Dramatic Association, where she outlined her plans for “native drama” like that of 
the Playmakers.  As reported by the university’s student newspaper, Hurston said that she 
told her students, “We are going to try to make Negro plays out of Negro life in the Negro 
manner,” news which she said her students reportedly were delighted to hear.  Hurston 
emphasized that her college needed the help of the white drama program.  “We want to 
follow in your footsteps,” she said but warned, “we are going to have to struggle against 
people who think if we don’t do something highbrow we haven’t accomplished anything.”323 
The North Carolina College student newspaper reported that under Hurston’s 
direction, the college’s dramatic group was in rehearsal for its first performance of the year, 
“‘Sun to Sun’ and another Negro folk play.” The paper said of Hurston that “her experience 
makes the bubbling enthusiasm of her rehearsals produce a creative interest in dramatics 
beyond our local expectations.” Despite this promising report, Hurston was not 
accomplishing much in Durham.  She was assigned only one class to teach in dramatic 
literature and finally appealed to Shepard for a full array of classes in theatre technique and 
production. She assured Shepard that the University of North Carolina was “very eager that 
this project here should succeed.”324 
Hurston had little patience for educational bureaucracy. She was more interested in a 
new play she had started after she joined Green’s writing seminar.  She described this period 
as “a new phase of my career,” in a letter to a friend. “I am very happy to have a chance to 
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work with the crowd at Chapel Hill.” Hurston hoped to collaborate with Green on this play, 
which she called John de Conqueror.  She told him that she did not care “what happens here 
or if nothing happens here so long as I do the bigger thing with you.” She had hopes for the 
play and future collaborations, telling Green, “I see no reason why the firm of Green and 
Hurston should not take charge of the Negro playwriting business in America.”325  
Shepard did not accede to Hurston’s demands for more resources for drama and 
reportedly was unhappy with her performance at the College.  Hurston apparently only 
occasionally taught class, and rumors spread of an affair with a student. Her style clashed 
with the conservative atmosphere at the College. She insisted on living off campus, for 
example, even though Shepard expected unmarried female faculty members to live in on-
campus housing.  Ultimately, Hurston never staged a play in North Carolina, despite the 
reported plans at North Carolina College and an announcement from the University of North 
Carolina that she would present a new full-length play at its upcoming regional drama 
festival.  She resigned from North Carolina College on March 1, 1940, to pursue a research 
opportunity in South Carolina, and she apparently thought that would be the end of her 
relationship with the Playmakers as well.326   
In late March, she wrote to Green after seeing him in Chapel Hill.  “Sure enough, 
your letter was in the P.O. when I got back,” she began, telling him that she feared “that my 
name was being spit at in Chapel Hill,” and that she “didn’t know that any of you had tried to 
get in touch with me.” Green and Koch still wanted her to be part of the regional drama 
festival planned for early April.  At the festival, Hurston co-chaired a panel on “Negro 
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Drama in the South” with Randolph Edmonds, who was now head of drama at the black 
Dillard University in Louisiana. The festival had no new play from Hurston; instead, there 
was an Edmonds play, Breeders, “a tragedy of motherhood in the days of slavery.” There is 
no record of Hurston’s remarks. Edmonds’ remarks, which were printed in the Carolina 
Play-Book, focused on the growth of college drama programs. These organizations, Edmonds 
argued, had the best chance to produce new black playwrights and to build black audiences.  
Most importantly, according to Edmonds, these efforts must take place in the South, “where 
the majority of Negroes reside, rather than in highly publicized northern centers like 
Harlem.” Two weeks later, Edmonds hosted Hurston and Koch at a dramatic conference at 
Dillard University, where the two appeared on a panel together. Koch spoke about “folk 
drama” and Hurston on “Negro folk material.”327  
After these appearances, Hurston left North Carolina and “this mess around here they 
call education,” as she described it to a friend. It is likely that education was done with her as 
well.  Hurston’s artistic vision and flamboyant personal style clashed with the socially 
conservative uplift philosophies of college presidents such as Mary Mcleod Bethune and 
James Shepard. She was impatient with financial and bureaucratic constraints. She had a new 
job when she left North Carolina in March, doing anthropological research in the field, a 
place where she was probably more comfortable than a college classroom.  Anthropologists 
Jane Belo and Margaret Mead hired her to research religious behavior in the black churches 
of the South Carolina Low Country. Hurston followed this with time again in Florida and 
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New York, eventually heading to California in 1941 to work on her autobiography. She did 
not return to active work in theatre again. Although she remained interested in drama, it was 
easier to work on books and other writings that did not rely on collaborators or institutions to 
see through to completion.328 
 
Unfulfilled Hopes 
 
 “The Federal Theatre has produced over 100 new plays by American authors,” Hallie 
Flanagan reported to WPA chief Harry Hopkins in 1938, “many of whom were given their 
first opportunity on the Federal Theatre Project.” She noted that some of these new writers 
had sold their scripts to Hollywood or commercial theatre producers, while others had won 
writing fellowships. Left unsaid in Flanagan’s report was the acknowledgement that these 
were the fortunate few. Within and without the Project, most writers remained subject to the 
vagaries of taste and the marketplace.  What happened for the playwrights associated with 
the University and the North Carolina Theatre Project provides a snapshot.329 
The Theatre Union never did stage Loretto Carroll Bailey’s play Strike Song. In 1936, 
the company produced Let Freedom Ring, a play about the textile strikes based on southerner 
Grace Lumpkin’s novel To Make My Bread.  This choice may have won out over Strike 
Song, or the company may have still planned to produce the latter play. In 1937, the Theatre 
Union folded due to political and financial problems.  The wide spectrum of political left 
ideologies among the Theatre Union’s founders, which had seemed to be a strength in 1934, 
was a liability as the cultural front splintered. The coalition of leftist groups fighting against 
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fascism in the Spanish Civil War began to unravel under the complexity and pressure of war, 
as did their supporters in the United States and elsewhere. From anarchists to pro-Stalinists, 
those who once found agreement now began to fight among themselves. The Theatre Union 
also had major financial problems, and the combination of political critiques and demanding 
creditors overwhelmed the group. Loretto’s marriage to James Bailey ended around the same 
time. She remarried and left Chapel Hill, and did not publish any more plays.330   
In early 1939, the Theatre Project drastically cut the National Service Bureau, which 
had always been a point of contention with WPA administrators because of the cost 
associated with running it. This eliminated Robert Finch and Betty Smith’s jobs.  Koch 
secured a Rockefeller Foundation fellowship for Smith to write a history of folk drama in 
North Carolina, which allowed her to remain in Chapel Hill. She continued to work on 
various projects including a memoir.  Finch moved between North Carolina and New York 
during the year, struggling to reconcile his professional and personal relationships with her. 
The relative security Smith found at the University of North Carolina allowed her to 
complete the memoir that was A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, which was published to great 
acclaim in 1943.331  
Zora Neale Hurston did not pursue another educational position. She also never 
completed her play John De Conqueror and virtually abandoned theatre work after 1939, 
focusing instead on novels, short stories and essays.  The need for collaborators to finance 
and produce theatrical work remained a barrier for her. Like Smith and Thomas Wolfe and 
many other writers, Hurston wrote in genres that did not require other artists to work with. 
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Flanagan’s impulse to place Federal Theatre writers with a university drama program 
came from her own experience as a college drama professor. Koch’s original program at the 
University of North Carolina, like other university drama efforts in the decades before the 
1930s, was essentially a program for playwrights intended to promote a native American 
drama drawn from regional folk culture.  The performance aspect was in service to this idea 
— a way to help playwrights with their work through production and audience response. The 
creation of a separate department of drama at University of North Carolina in 1936 that 
encompassed training in all aspects of production, was a signal that higher education had 
moved beyond the play as “dramatic literature” to a study of theatre as an art and cultural 
form.   
In Flanagan’s regional plan for the Federal Theatre Project, she saw the South as 
“rich dramatic material” which was “practically untouched.” She saw great potential for 
developing this rich material through Koch’s folk drama.  In an earlier decade Koch had 
described folk drama as “simple plays of the locality, of common experience,” written by 
amateurs “devoted to a theatre of cooperative folk-arts.” By the 1930s his students were 
using folk drama to highlight the plight of the common man, entwining the folk with the 
proletariat and working man of radical theatre, and Koch shifted his rhetoric to claim that 
folk drama was “the making of a communal, a people’s theatre in America.” Green used folk 
drama to infuse American history with new perspectives on the American story.  Bailey used 
it to talk about the plight of the forgotten and to agitate for social justice.  Hurston used it to 
argue that African Americans had a unique folk culture worthy of celebration which was a 
mixture of many influences but which also influenced white culture. Smith used folk ideas to 
   198 
show that the urban immigrant poor of Brooklyn were folk too.332 
When the Federal Theatre Project ended in 1939, there were a number of unproduced 
Living Newspaper plays like King Cotton and Liberty Deferred. These works, which 
confronted and challenged the injustices thrown into high relief by the Great Depression, 
represented Flanagan’s original bold 1935 vision for the Project — a vision of a government 
theatre that was “conscious of the implications of the changing social order” and “free, adult, 
uncensored.” It was precisely these plays that came to be a weapon used against the Project 
as it became embroiled in the political fight over the relative radicalism of Roosevelt’s New 
Deal.333   
Given the stark contrast between the South, the nation’s most problematic region, and 
the idealism of the regionalist theme, it is not surprising that the political divisions over 
government and art that caused the cancellation of the Theatre Project originated from this 
same definition of the nation.  When the fight over the New Deal reached open conflict in 
Congress over the WPA, North Carolina politicians were in the forefront of resistance from 
Southerners. One of the most surprising aspects of this fight to those who found themselves 
on the defensive in the Theatre Project was the attack from the state seen as the most 
progressive in the region – North Carolina.  
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Chapter V 
 
The Limits of Regionalism 
 
“You are aware of the unique opportunity we have … for the development of one of 
the real folk drama centers of America,” University of North Carolina President Frank 
Graham wrote to David Stevens at the Rockefeller Foundation in early 1938.  The University 
had in Frederick Koch and the dramatic art department a program with “high artistic creative 
and democratic values,” Graham observed, aided by the “rich resources” of scholars working 
in other disciplines on “comprehensive studies of regional, social and cultural folk life.” 
Graham cited the “cordial” working relationship among Koch, Howard Odum, and the 
University Press, the first academic publishing house in the South, as evidence of the 
importance of arts and cultural production to the University’s mission. He hoped to persuade 
the Rockefeller Foundation board to make a major gift to the University’s drama program. 
“By many observers,” Graham concluded, “Chapel Hill has come to be considered the center 
and symbol of … the new American regionalism,” because of its array of programs that were 
“interdependent and mutually reenforcing.”334 
A Rockefeller Foundation grant would solidify Frederick Koch’s plans for a regional 
theatre and reinforce Hallie Flanagan’s design for the Federal Theatre Project. In January 
1938, David Stevens made his annual visit to Chapel Hill, where he reviewed a five-year 
plan for the drama program and the Foundation’s role in its support. Stevens learned that the 
department had outgrown its physical space and needed a new building.  In addition to The 
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Lost Colony, they had expansion plans within the state and in neighboring states. Their work 
was in need of “long-term coverage,” as Stevens noted in a follow-up letter to President 
Graham. Stevens agreed to “bring into discussion” the possibility of a major grant to help 
secure the program’s future.335 
The North Carolina plans offered the possibility of a regional theatre in the South for 
the Federal Theatre Project, a key factor for the national theatre plan. In January 1938, Hallie 
Flanagan was preparing to testify before a congressional committee about a permanent 
government agency for the arts. She had collected data to show Congressmen how in two 
years of operation the Project had effectively used taxpayers’ money, about twenty-five 
million dollars, to keep “ten to thirteen thousand people usefully employed” and entertain 
“over twenty-five million people,” all for “approximately half the cost of one battleship.” 
Flanagan had tried to shape the Project from its beginning as a permanent endeavor, a 
“planned theatrical program,” as she described in her testimony, “national in scope, regional 
in emphasis, and American in democratic attitude.” 336 
Flanagan’s regional plan echoed the regional philosophy of the University of North 
Carolina.  In Howard Odum’s view, measuring and categorizing the economic and social 
differences of the South against other American regions would point the way to political 
solutions to “equalize … wealth and standards of well-being.”  But Odum’s revealing 
statistics about the lives of poor white and black Southerners, like the powerful 
dramatizations by the Carolina Playmakers, exposed the racial segregation and class conflicts 
in the region that distinguished it from the rest of the nation.  New Deal programs that 
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promoted labor organizing and agricultural innovations, and white Southern leaders’ 
resistance to those efforts, had further contributed to the perception that the region was 
dramatically different from the national ideal.337  
Although most Congressmen were not paying attention to the Federal Theatre’s 
regional plans or North Carolina’s folk drama, they were aware that the extraordinary 
measures of the New Deal, including the WPA, did not appear to be turning around the 
national economy. Some thought that the New Deal programs were exacerbating class 
divisions. In 1932, a majority of Democrats had aligned behind Franklin Roosevelt because 
of their fears about the depth of the financial meltdown. Conservative Southern politicians 
had publicly supported his New Deal initiatives even though they disagreed with many of his 
plans because the dire economic situation seemed to call for extraordinary measures. The 
President’s widespread popularity among voters kept the disparate voices in his party quiet 
during his first term, and he began his second term in January 1937 with more popular 
support than ever. There were so many new Democrats in Congress that twelve new 
representatives had to sit with the Republicans on their side of the chamber.338  
The appearance of this solid majority belied a deep rift within the Democratic Party 
between southern conservatives and representatives of a new political majority based in the 
industrial urban centers of the North and Midwest.  This new power base was built on 
organized labor, immigrants and African Americans who had migrated from the South. 
Southern conservatives had campaigned as pro-New Deal to maintain voter support, but 
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worked at the local level to mitigate change.  They supported programs when that support 
might aid the region’s industries but resisted welfare reforms and work relief as a threat to 
cheap labor. 339 
 In 1935, when Congress agreed to the WPA, they adopted an initial budget of five 
billion dollars, the single greatest appropriation in Congressional history to that time. They 
also agreed to allow the President to dispense the funds, which was a shift of power from 
Congress to the executive branch.   As the emergency spending continued to grow and the 
economy improved only moderately, conservatives worried about a rising deficit and the 
specter of a permanent class of people on the government dole. They pressured Roosevelt, 
who agreed to cut relief programs to help balance the budget.  The results of the 1936 
election helped propel Southern Democrats to unite with anti-New Deal Republicans to 
check Roosevelt’s expansion of federal power and the rise of the urban coalition within their 
own party.340 
The senators from North Carolina, Josiah William Bailey and Robert Rice Reynolds, 
became key players in the anti-Roosevelt coalition, and both would eventually use the 
Federal Theatre Project to attack the New Deal.  Bailey was a progressive but also a fiscal 
conservative who suspected that the New Deal discouraged business from assuming the 
responsibility to rebuild the economy and encouraged dependency among those on relief.  
Bailey rejected the New Deal image of a pluralistic nation of disparate but united regions; 
instead, he saw that Roosevelt’s programs enabled a coalition of working class whites and 
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blacks that threatened to overturn the political and business elite of his region. Bailey never 
saw the regions as equal, but the South as an embattled region singled out by federal 
government policies.341 
North Carolina’s junior senator, Robert Rice Reynolds, was a populist who 
represented himself as a man who had come from nothing and who cared about the working 
man’s problems. He was elected to Congress in 1932 on Roosevelt’s coattails and remained a 
New Deal supporter in 1937.  He was also an ardent anti-immigrationist who argued that 
aliens took jobs away from Americans and brought with them radical, subversive politics. He 
was also an isolationist, arguing that both this and anti-immigration were protecting the 
American working man. While Bailey saw his own opposition to the New Deal as a counter 
to the radical elements in Roosevelt’s government, Reynolds was consumed by the idea of 
radical forces subverting the country from within and by the growing conflict in Europe.  
Despite their differences, their interests coincided in 1938 and 1939 over the future of the 
WPA.342 
  Southern congressmen saw the shift in political power within the Democratic Party 
and the intrusion of the federal government through New Deal programs as distinct threats to 
their power base and a challenge to their sense of American identity, grounded in a 
distinctive Southern mythology and Jim Crow.  A sectionalist perspective of the nation which 
emphasized “separateness” had caused the Civil War, according to Howard Odum, and the 
nation needed “to transvaluate” this old approach “into a new realistic regionalism.”343 
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Southern politicians like Josiah Bailey and Robert Reynolds knew they risked being depicted 
as hostile sectionalists arrayed against the rest of the nation when they decided to oppose 
Roosevelt.   
By 1938 it was apparent that concerns about the direction of the New Deal crossed 
regional boundaries as more Americans grew uncomfortable with the centralizing and left-
leaning aspects of the New Deal. Even Howard Odum had moderated his enthusiasm, 
arguing that regionalism would counter “over-centralization, urbanism and totalitarianism.” 
The growth of dictatorships in Europe and the Soviet Union and the labor- and class-related 
violence at home gave Americans a sense that their nation could not stay immune from the 
dangers. Some of the most radical political voices in Roosevelt’s administration came from 
within the WPA and the Workers Alliance, a union of relief workers. As the interests of 
liberal and conservative Democrats diverged in Roosevelt’s second term, the WPA became 
the fault line.344   
In this atmosphere, the Roosevelt Administration’s attempt to make the WPA arts 
projects a permanent government cultural agency struck Southern conservatives as a prime 
illustration of the dangers the country faced from a powerful president with a popular 
mandate based on a liberal, urban, working class and multi-ethnic voting bloc. Even as Hallie 
Flanagan presented her testimony before a House committee in early 1938, the Senate 
debated two items that presented Southern Democrats with their primary objection to the 
New Deal: a federal anti-lynching bill and increased appropriations for the WPA, both of 
which exemplified a dramatic extension of federal government control and which challenged 
southern regional autonomy. 
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Art Meets Politics 
 
In May 1937, Fortune Magazine published an in-depth analysis of the WPA Arts 
Projects, reporting that in its first two years of existence the Projects had employed more than 
forty thousand people and presented performances, exhibits and classes to more than seventy 
million, evoking a “greater human response than anything the government has done in 
generations.”  The Theatre Project, “more spectacularly successful” than any of the other 
projects, alone had reached sixteen million people in thirty states in its first full year of 
operation.   It had produced critical successes in New York and entertained people 
throughout the country with plays, marionette shows, and circuses.  It appeared to Fortune 
that the WPA had worked “a sort of cultural revolution in America,” democratizing the arts 
through the necessity to find “socially useful work” for so many people regardless of talent 
level. The “real question,” the writer proposed, was “should they be continued as a 
permanent government art department … when the need for relief ends?”345  
In 1937 and early 1938, Congress considered that question with two bills to establish 
a permanent government agency for the arts.  The Sirovitch Bill called for a cabinet-level 
department of science, art and literature, while the Pepper-Coffee Bill would have created a 
bureau of fine arts with a commissioner and regional bureaus.  “Government support of the 
theatre brings the United States into the best historic theatre tradition and into the best 
contemporary theatre practice,” Flanagan noted in her testimony before Congress for one of 
the bills.  She acknowledged that the government had not gone into show business for those 
reasons, but because “unemployed theatrical people could get just as hungry” as anyone else 
and because Harry Hopkins “believed that the talents” of theatre workers “made up a part of 
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the national wealth which America could not afford to lose.”346  
The Project had accomplished a great deal, Flanagan noted, while acknowledging the 
critics who complained about its shortcomings. She encouraged congressmen to keep in mind 
the Federal Theatre’s “future possibilities for American life and for American art,” and 
suggested they consider it an experiment that was not yet finished.  “We are like chemists in 
a laboratory,” she told them, who had mixed in a test tube the “unknown quantity” of 
“unemployed artists” with the “known quantity” of the “money of the American taxpayer.” It 
was discouraging when “the mixture in the test tube does not become the clear and brilliant 
color we in see in our minds’ eye,” she noted, but “before we smash the test tube we must 
consider this experiment … in relation to the future of American art.”347 
One of the things that concerned congressmen and cultural observers alike was that 
both bills would have retained the jobs program. The temporary nature of an emergency 
relief project, the Fortune writer observed, might be a strength because it had kept the 
projects free from the political patronage that would inevitably infect a permanent agency. 
Without the requirement to first hire the unemployed,” he observed, a permanent agency 
would become “a kind of artistic Old Soldiers Home for movie stars, genius directors, best 
seller manufacturers, syndicated poets, hack painters, matinee musicians, and all the rest of 
the front-page ‘artists’ whom Congressmen would certainly select as the American 
laureates.”348   
But keeping the jobs program worried congressmen who believed the arts projects 
illustrated the potential for the WPA to function as a propaganda tool for Roosevelt by giving 
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jobs to his supporters and spreading his political message and the more radical views of some 
of the artists employed through the Projects. Flanagan’s background in experimental theatre 
and her research in Soviet Russian drama were questioned even before her appointment as 
Federal Theatre director by newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst, a Roosevelt 
critic, who labeled Flanagan a Communist sympathizer. Conservative congressmen believed 
Roosevelt’s political message and assertion of executive power was already more radical 
than they were comfortable with. As a result, these politicians both viewed and framed the 
Federal Theatre Project as the headquarters of the radical political ferment they were 
mobilizing against.349 
Flanagan was not the radical that Hearst claimed. She was similar to many artists and 
intellectuals in the 1930s, who were in sympathy with those who believed the times called for 
radical social reform, even if they were not explicitly pro-Communist or Socialist. Some had 
come from immigrant and working-class families who identified with workers rather than 
corporate owners. Others sympathized with the communists because they had been the first 
to organize the unemployed and demonstrate for jobs, and many saw communism as the 
enemy of fascism.  The Federal Theatre did employ a score of young radicals who came from 
failed workers theatres and other experimental theatre groups that sought to use art to change 
society. The Project fostered new alliances between these activist artists who had worked on 
the fringes of the legitimate theatre and liberals like Flanagan.  This social and cultural 
ferment came together in the Popular Front, a broad categorization that covered those who 
were pro-labor and favored social democratization no matter where they fell across the 
spectrum of the left. The Federal Theatre, like the broader cultural movement, had all of 
                                                
349 Joanne Bentley, Hallie Flanagan: A Life in the American Theatre (New York: Knopf, 1988), 176-177. 
 
   208 
these viewpoints within its membership, and conservative critics lumped them all together.350  
The Federal Theatre’s New York unit, by virtue of being at the nation’s cultural 
center, received more press coverage than the regional units. The New York unit contained 
many of the radical theatre artists and was also the home to a large contingent of the Workers 
Alliance labor union, which represented workers throughout the WPA. Communists were 
active participants in the Workers Alliance and pushed to use the WPA for political purposes, 
although many union members and some Federal Theatre leaders were not fully aware of 
their activities. Workers Alliance leaders were vocal in their support for Roosevelt and 
criticized any Congressional effort to reduce relief appropriations. In 1937, for example, 
when Congress proposed a twenty-five percent reduction in WPA funding and the 
elimination of non-US citizens from relief eligibility, the Alliance organized sit-down 
protests in New York theatres and a protest march on Washington.351  
Even as the House Committee considered a government agency for the arts, Senators 
discussed an anonymous conservative manifesto circulating in their chamber.  The document 
challenged the New Deal with a ten-point set of principles to promote the “liberal investment 
of private savings in enterprise as a means of employment,” supported by public policy.  
“Public spending, invoked in the recent emergency,” the document noted, was meant to be a 
“cushion” and not a “substitute for the investment of savings by the people.” Roosevelt’s 
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1937 pullback from stimulus spending had put the country into another recession, but 
conservatives argued that the opposite was true — that all of the deficit spending to date had 
done so. The manifesto called for measures to encourage businesses to assume recovery 
efforts, to end government competition with the private sector, for a balanced federal budget, 
tax reduction, protection of states’ rights and local responsibility for relief.  “We propose to 
preserve and rely upon the American system of private enterprise and initiative,” the 
manifesto concluded. “Abundance, security and happiness” will be attained “through 
individual self-reliance and service.”352   
After some weeks of speculation about the manifesto’s authorship, North Carolina 
Senator Josiah Bailey claimed responsibility, along with two Republican senators who 
accepted partial authorship. Bailey denied that the manifesto was a break with the New Deal, 
but that a continuation of some policies, especially deficit spending and government relief, 
risked a drift “down to the inevitable gulf of collectivism.” By February 1938, Bailey’s 
manifesto had been reprinted in newspapers across the country and by chambers of 
commerce and other organizations, revealing a growing concern outside of Congress about 
the future direction of the New Deal. Bailey’s statements made it clear that this concern 
crossed party boundaries.353 
The unacknowledged leader of the conservative coalition behind the manifesto was 
Roosevelt’s vice president, John Nance Garner of Texas, but Bailey was the coalition’s face 
and voice, as the manifesto’s principal author and one of the first Democratic senators to vote 
against Roosevelt in Congress. He spoke for many southern Democratic politicians who had 
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Progressive-era roots. Roosevelt. As young politicians they had advocated for state-funded 
education and public health measures, electoral reform and women’s suffrage, progressive 
measures which made them appear liberal but which they used to support white supremacy 
and segregation.354 
Josiah William Bailey (1873-1946) was the son of a Baptist minister. The elder 
Bailey managed the Biblical Recorder, the official weekly newspaper of the North Carolina 
Baptist Convention, which had the second largest circulation of all periodicals in the state.  
Josiah attended Wake Forest College and considered becoming a minister himself, but soon 
after graduation his father had a stroke and he took over responsibilities at the Recorder.  
Bailey was a talented writer and editor. He was so good at the job that the state Baptist 
Convention kept him after his father died. He stayed for the next fourteen years, leaving the 
newspaper to become an attorney in 1907.355  
In the critical elections of 1898 and 1900, when North Carolina Democrats mounted a 
white supremacy campaign to eliminate Republican opposition by disfranchising African 
Americans, Bailey elected to support the campaign because he believed that the presence of 
black voters would keep white voters from supporting any progressive reforms that might 
benefit both races. Throughout the 1910s and 20s, Bailey was part of the liberal faction in the 
North Carolina Democratic Party, although that term belied their generally conservative 
position. Their progressive agenda was never supported by those in control of the Party, and 
Bailey became accustomed to being the loyal opposition. .356   
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Bailey ran unsuccessfully for governor in 1924, but his support of Al Smith, the 
Catholic Democratic nominee for President in 1928, brought him more prominence in state 
politics.  The powerful Democratic machine that controlled state offices opposed Smith and 
campaigned for the Republican candidate, Herbert Hoover.  Bailey split with the machine 
and campaigned for Smith throughout the state, defending religious tolerance and promising 
North Carolina voters that Smith would not overturn Prohibition. In the Presidential election, 
North Carolina along with handful of other Southern states, uncharacteristically went 
Republican in the national race.  When the economy collapsed in 1929 and Hoover proved 
unable to stop the disaster, Bailey gained new stature and respect in his home state.357  
He used this attention to run for a Senate seat in 1930. In the primary he campaigned 
against the establishment Democrats for their support of Hoover, and in the election, he 
campaigned against his Republican opponent for being part of the party that caused the 
economic collapse. North Carolina voters respected the fifty-six year old Bailey for his 
intelligence and his eloquence. One journalist described him as a Baptist lawyer, solemn and 
a “brilliant but painstaking student whose mind quickly cut to the heart of a thing, with a 
logic that is irrefutable, and a command of language probably unequaled by any other living 
North Carolinian.” North Carolinians knew him as someone who would stand in opposition if 
he thought he was right. “I have gone uphill and up-stream these thirty years,” he told 
journalist Gerald W. Johnson upon his election, “I shall continue in the same direction.”358 
In Congress Bailey took the position of many southern conservatives on the economic 
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situation, advocating for retrenchment and for keeping relief at the local level.  But by 1932, 
he and many other Democrats thought otherwise, and decided to back Roosevelt for the 
Democratic nomination, believing the New York governor held the answer to the nation’s 
deepening economic crisis.  Bailey seconded Roosevelt’s nomination at the Democratic 
Convention in 1932, but he did not like Roosevelt’s departure from tradition to accept the 
nomination in person. He also had reservations about the nature of the candidate’s acceptance 
speech.  On the eve of Roosevelt’s inauguration, Bailey wrote to a friend, “Many concessions 
will be made to popular demands. The strong men in financial circles have made so many 
blunders and done so many things that cannot be defended, it is likely that the socialistic and 
populistic ideals will prevail much more fully than is good for us.”359 
In Roosevelt’s first term, Bailey supported the New Deal. Still a fiscal conservative, 
he disapproved of the deficit spending that funded many of the New Deal programs. He also 
opposed relief bills because he felt they benefitted more populous urban states over North 
Carolina. From his perspective, the Great Depression and the New Deal had made the 
country less a group of regions and more a group of massive urban centers pitted against 
small towns and rural areas; New York and Washington, where intellectuals and elite 
government administrators presided, pitted against the honest, decent people he represented 
in Congress. He disliked the WPA because he knew there were more unemployed people in 
cities “like New York, Chicago and San Francisco,” as he noted, than in his state, so North 
Carolinians were in essence paying for jobs they would not see. In addition, Bailey thought 
that letting the President’s appointed administrators handle relief was not only a transfer of 
power from Congress to the executive branch, but also from elected representatives to a 
university-educated elite who had little real-world experience.  Publicly Bailey expressed 
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reservations about the urban-rural inequity but in private he called Harry Hopkins, the head 
of the Works Progress Administration, an “ex-Republican and a socialist.” By 1938, Bailey 
thought it was time to end the temporary emergency measure that was the WPA.  In his 
analysis, Congress had “mobilized” forces under a “single leadership” to counter financial 
disaster, but now it was time to return to normal.360    
Another aspect of the WPA which bothered southern congressmen like Bailey was 
that the growing influence of the federal government threatened to undermine Jim Crow and 
the system of power and privilege it sustained. Southern Democrats felt singled out by the 
WPA federal relief social worker perspective that focused on fixing society’s problems. 
Roosevelt supported a federal anti-lynching bill, a key issue for his African American and 
urban coalitions in the North, although his support was cautious. The response from southern 
Congressmen was not; Bailey had helped filibuster an anti-lynching bill in 1935, and was 
prepared to do so again when the legislature returned in early 1938, just before the Senate 
took up the question of the WPA appropriation.361  
The resulting filibuster kept Bailey in the spotlight, where he reiterated his concerns 
about states rights.  The subject was rapidly shredding the regionalist ideal that his fellow 
North Carolinian Howard Odum hoped would unite the country. Senator William Borah from 
Idaho, a rare non-Southern opponent, declared as such in the debate, denouncing the anti-
lynching bill as a “sectional measure,” and a return to Reconstruction, declaring that it was 
not the time to “stir old embers, … and to brand the southern people as incapable or 
unwilling to deal with the question of human life.” For their part, the Southern group used the 
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filibuster to “speak its mind on other counts and air its resentment,” as one editorial noted, 
chief of which was the Democratic Party’s 1936 turn to Northern urban black voters and 
support of radical views. During the debate, Bailey declared that the South would not tolerate 
a Democratic party that catered to the Negro vote, and that no national administration could 
make it without the southern Democrats: “We will let them carry on with the zeal of 
renegades, but they must recognize that the old party is still here, and that the old type of man 
is still here, and they cannot get along without us.”362  
Bailey’s speeches against the anti-lynching bill were rehearsal for his performance a 
few days later in a debate over funding the WPA through the end of the fiscal year.  It was 
late afternoon after an already lengthy discussion when Bailey rose to propose an amendment 
to require local governments to contribute to the cost of a WPA project. “Here we are,” 
Bailey declared, spending ever more money on relief even as the latest economic downturn 
reduced government revenues.  “Here we are,” he repeated, “realizing that the whole theory 
on which we have proceeded for 6 years has been exploded.”  More than $9 billion had been 
spent on work relief and emergency relief since 1935, Bailey told them, and $3.8 billion 
spent thus far in the current fiscal year, a figure heading toward $4 billion. “Here we are,” he 
repeated, “not only with all that expenditure having been made but with our revenue 
decreasing … and the tide of unemployment rising.”363  
The would-be Baptist minister was just beginning his sermon. Congress “has been 
very careless” in leaving the decision-making to the WPA, Bailey went on. “Congress is 
responsible for taking the money from the people, and it ought to be responsible for its 
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application to their needs.” Since local officials had no financial commitment in the effort, 
they had created make-work projects to ensure they got a share of the federal money. It was 
no use to complain about to state officials back home, Bailey went on, because “they will 
say, ‘Why Senator Bailey, see what New York is getting. See what Chicago is getting. The 
money comes in part from us; and if you do not get us our share, we shall just be the losers.’” 
Should a Senate committee assume its rightful responsibility and winnow out those projects, 
they could save the additional appropriation they were now proposing to spend, Bailey 
concluded. Furthermore, he declared, the very idea that “the American people and their 
States shall hang around the Public Treasury” waiting for a handout was “utterly unworthy of 
the American people and the American States,” a suggestion that the entire idea of public 
relief was being fueled by alien ideas. 364 
Now he had the Senate’s full attention despite the late hour, and as other senators 
protested his characterization of the situation, Bailey advanced to his dramatic climax, with 
ammunition unintentionally provided by the Federal Theatre Project. “The WPA has spent 
money in this country in the last 4 years in the most extravagant way,” he declared. “Let us 
consider” one such project, Bailey began, “a play in which my distinguished friend the junior 
Senator from the State of New York [Mr. Wagner] was the hero, and in which my other 
friend the junior Senator from Virginia [Mr. Byrd] was the villain, who was hissed by the 
audience,” and in “a reproduction in drama of our Senate.” Coming so soon after the anti-
lynching filibuster in which Bailey had been prominent, most Senators were probably 
unhappy but not surprised when Bailey said next, “I am going to read … a part of that play so 
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Senators will see how we are spending our money.”365 
Bailey then read an entire scene, including stage directions, from One-Third of a 
Nation, a Federal Theatre production about the problems of inadequate housing for the poor. 
The scene he chose re-created a Senate hearing on the Wagner-Steagall Act, which provided 
government funds to public housing agencies. As the Senators debate in the scene, a crowd 
of tenants urges them to pass the bill, and the scene concludes with an announcement that the 
bill passed. So you see, Bailey observed, “we got the thing through without a vote,” 
prompting laughter from his colleagues. This characterization of Senate procedure reminded 
Bailey of the “Russian Parliament,” he mused, whose members had just passed every bill that 
Stalin wanted with unanimous voice votes. He left unspoken the suggestion that the 
playwright preferred the latter system. Bailey was in full oratorical mode now. His fellow 
Senators could rest assured that “our little brief authority” might be forgotten, but that their 
“immortality” was assured by this “great activity for which we appropriate money.”  This is 
the kind of thing going on in the Theatre Project, Bailey railed, “taking money from 
taxpayers in the name of helpless people, and then employing it in setting people to … write 
a play like that.”366 
After another Senator inquired as to whether he intended to “finish his address 
tonight,” Bailey returned to his point — that unchecked spending was not fixing the nation’s 
economic problem but was contributing to it, “breaking down our credit and our Government 
every day.” He reminded them once again of the massive amount of money they had 
expended in a “great experiment” but that it needed to end before they had a “bankrupt 
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Treasury.”367 
Bailey’s tirade did not go unanswered that evening.  Senator Minton, a pro New Deal 
Democrat from Indiana, kept the Senate in session some time more. He chastised Bailey for 
holding up to ridicule unemployed people “who are trying to earn enough to buy bread and 
butter for themselves” and their families.  Senators had “snickered” while Bailey read the 
play and “pointed the finger of scorn at those engaged on WPA theater and writing projects. 
God knows, they could not go out and use a shovel,” he told Bailey, “and you would not give 
them one if you could. All they want is a chance to eat, and you snicker and you snivel at 
them.” Congress had a responsibility to such people, Minton argued, “and so long as the 
Government is rich and powerful, so long as it has a dollar of credit, it owes it to the people 
of this country that none of them shall starve.”368  
None of this was a good omen for the bill pending in the House to establish an arts 
agency. Even the supportive Senator Minton damned with faint praise, defending the Theatre 
Project on the grounds that it kept artists from starving, even if works like One-Third of 
Nation “was not a very good play.” In fact, the House bill stalled in Congress that February 
1938, while Bailey cast the sole “no” vote in the Senate on additional appropriations for the 
WPA. Yet he had shown where the weakness lay. Others who wanted to attack Roosevelt, 
the WPA and New Deal programs would likewise turn to the Federal Theatre Project to do 
so. Bailey showed that cultural projects like the Federal Theatre not only hinted at wasted 
money for Americans who thought of art as a luxury, but they also threatened to undermine 
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American ideas about individual responsibility and private enterprise that radicals in the 
Project questioned.    
Undaunted by Bailey’s attack on the Federal Theatre Project, Flanagan continued to 
pursue her vision of an American theatre. Described by Brooks Atkinson as the “graveyard 
of all doubts about the Project,” Flanagan made ambitious plans for the remainder of 1938 
and onward, including a cycle of nationwide productions of the works of Eugene O’Neill and 
George Bernard Shaw. She returned to the regional projects, both in planning and in person, 
because she believed they were the future of the Project and because they helped offset 
criticisms of the New York productions. Away from New York and Washington, she felt, 
were plays like The Lost Colony and groups like the Carolina Playmakers — projects and 
people who could show the doubters that Federal Theatre could produce something of artistic 
and social value for their constituencies.369 
 
Regional in Emphasis 
 
In March 1938, Flanagan arrived in Chapel Hill for the annual drama festival and 
play competition, which included entries from four North Carolina Federal Theatre 
community theatres competition. On her last evening there, the theatre leaders gathered at 
Paul Green’s house to talk over their plans for a regional Southern theatre.  The community 
drama units showed real promise. The Raleigh Little Theatre had secured local government 
support for a theatre building. At Manteo the University drama staff was planning a summer 
theatre training institute concurrent with the Lost Colony that would bolster the Elizabethan 
Players as well. Koch had plans to set up a similar institute in the western part of the state in 
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Asheville. The University drama department had more support as the state legislature was 
gradually increasing the University’s budget. There was a graduate program that attracted 
students from other states and countries, and plans to add radio and motion picture writing to 
the curriculum.  Rockefeller Foundation grants had underwritten this activity.  A major grant 
from them to endow the program was now under consideration with the stipulation that the 
University would have to fund the construction of a new theatre building. Flanagan and Koch 
had been frustrated in their attempts to establish a regional center in 1935, stymied by the 
bureaucratic impediments of a jobs program. Now Koch welcomed Flanagan’s renewed 
interest.370   
In turn, Flanagan wanted to keep Koch involved in the Federal Theatre. Virtually all 
of the university and community theatre directors Flanagan initially recruited to the Project 
had left, discouraged by state politics in some cases and by the lack of support from WPA 
officials above Flanagan. They also all had full time jobs running their departments and 
theatres, so her initial plan to rely on them as regional directors was problematic because 
federal funds did not pay for additional staff and physical resources. Philosophically they still 
supported Flanagan; but of the initial group only Glenn Hughes in Washington, Gilmore 
Brown in California, and Frederick Koch in North Carolina remained nominally involved, 
the last as a regional advisor. Koch’s program at the University of North Carolina was the 
only university drama program still affiliated with the Federal Theatre Project by 1938. 
Flanagan still wanted to build the regional theatre network that would be the scaffold of a 
national theatre and now she faced the political necessity of reaching a broader cross-section 
of the country.  Hopkins had urged the arts project directors to secure more local 
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sponsorships and contributions to their programs.371   
 The University of North Carolina was certainly one of the most promising locations. 
Koch had built an academic department, a performing organization and successful extension 
program in his twenty years at the University. But production facilities had never met the 
need — in 1918 there was no theatre on campus, and he had to stage the first Carolina folk 
plays in the local high school cafeteria. In 1925 the university converted a building into a 
250-seat theatre, but there was still no room for scene or costume shops or rehearsal space, 
all of which was housed in basements and attics of other campus buildings. The University 
did not fund productions, relying on box office receipts to cover costs and fund other items in 
the drama budget. This fact drove a certain “box-office fear” according to Koch, and kept 
him from doing more experimental and thus less popular work. With the establishment of a 
separate department of dramatic art and a graduate program in 1936, the need for a new 
building was a top priority.372 
A new building would keep the North Carolina drama department competitive with 
its peers around the country.  Yale University recruited George Pierce Baker away from 
Harvard in 1925 with the promise of an endowment and a new building. The National 
Theatre Conference meeting at the University of Iowa where Flanagan’s appointment was 
announced took place in conjunction with the opening of that university’s new theatre.  
When Stanford University decided to set up a drama program in the mid-1930s, it timed the 
department’s first entering class with the completion of a new building to house it. Private 
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universities like Yale and Stanford had substantial financial resources to establish new 
programs; public universities faced more financial and political constraints, and those 
programs tended to be built bit by bit over time. While the Rockefeller Foundation made 
grants to help a promising program advance to the next level they did so with the 
understanding that the institution would pick up that support after two to three years.  They 
looked for that assurance when they assessed a program for funding. Reporting on the 
University of Wisconsin in 1934, for example, David Stevens noted the lack of university 
funds for the drama department, and concluded that, “circumstances must alter before 
Wisconsin can be given assistance.”373  
The promise of Federal Theatre interest in a regional location for the South offered 
another way for Koch to get his theatre.  From 1934 to 1938 Rockefeller Foundation grants 
had helped the University of North Carolina fund equipment and personnel, but the need for 
a new building only increased as the program grew. From 1935 to 1938, plans for the 
program at University of North Carolina and for a regional Federal Theatre center there were 
intertwined, with the discussions involving officials at the University, the Federal Theatre 
and the Foundation. University administrators were supportive but lacked funds, Flanagan 
wanted a regional center that would have a permanent home but also could not provide 
money in a direct way, and David Stevens at Rockefeller wanted to make both things 
happen.374 
In 1937, University leaders reported to Stevens that the legislature had returned some 
of the funding that had been cut in earlier years. This would enable the administration to 
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assume support of graduate student scholarships and operating budget items that the 
Foundation had been funding and hire more faculty members. There was not enough money 
to do any more.  The “building program,” Stevens noted, “waits on private donors or 
legislative grant.” University leaders remained optimistic that they could raise the funds and 
directed Koch to hire an architect and make plans. With that promising information, the 
Foundation committed to a new four-year grant for the drama program.375 
After his January 1938 visit, David Stevens reported to the Foundation Board that the 
North Carolina state government had agreed to help fund the “permanent establishment” of 
the Lost Colony production and concurrent training institute in Manteo, and that the 
University was working with Asheville city officials to put a “summer theatre” and “school 
for playwrights of advanced ability” in their city. In addition, the Playmakers were involved 
in the renovation of the historic Dock Street Theatre in Charleston, South Carolina, and in a 
proposed outdoor theatre in Williamsburg, Virginia, projects of interest to both Rockefeller 
and the Federal Theatre Project. Following Stevens’ recommendation, the University 
submitted a major proposal to the Foundation for support of a five-year expansion plan for 
the drama program with the first priority being “an adequate new theatre building — The 
Carolina Folk Theatre.”376   
Flanagan believed in Koch and Green’s ability to come through on these ideas. She 
had seen that they had built “an extraordinary statewide interest in drama” through their use 
of regional folk material and community theatres. Their work had made Chapel Hill a 
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“famous international mecca for all theatre people.” With the promise of the Rockefeller 
grant she might be able to supply help with the building. Flanagan and Koch presented their 
ideas to university president Frank Graham in an impromptu meeting “on a North Carolina 
hillside … climaxed by the finding of a four-leaf clover,” Flanagan recounted happily in a 
follow-up letter. Their plan was to fund the construction of the building as a Works Progress 
Administration project, with the University furnishing the land and acting as the local 
sponsor. Rockefeller Foundation funds for program endowment would help support the work 
of the regional theatre.  The facility would be available for training Federal Theatre personnel 
stationed throughout the South and would host touring shows.377 
A couple of weeks later, the Rockefeller Foundation board approved the multiyear 
grant to the University of North Carolina drama department and committed to an additional 
$150,000 endowment grant if the University secured $350,000 within the new five years for 
the new building. Meanwhile, state WPA officials began to put together a request through the 
federal government for a building, which Flanagan supported through the Federal Theatre.  
With the prospects considerably brighter for a southern regional theatre, Flanagan continued 
her tour of regional projects and returned to the idea for replicating the Lost Colony/Manteo 
model elsewhere.378 
While the idea for The Lost Colony had originated with the local community and not 
the Federal Theatre, it matched the Project’s interest in history plays.  Such work reflected 
Flanagan’s idea that a federal theatre should stage works about the nation and to use history 
to comment on present conditions. Her interest also demonstrated the desire to find meaning 
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in real life experiences, which was part of the appeal of regional and folk art for 1930s artists.  
The Federal Theatre had already produced historical dramas including Valley Forge, about 
George Washington and the Revolution; Created Equal, a chronicle of historical events 
related to American principles of freedom and equality; and Prologue to Glory, about the 
young Abraham Lincoln.379   
In August 1937, while The Lost Colony neared the end of its first season, Green 
proposed another historical play to Flanagan to mark the 150th anniversary of the 1787 
ratification of the US Constitution. Green collaborated with German composer Kurt Weill to 
develop a play that would “carry out some statement about the main social questions of our 
day—such as wages, housing, security, health, education, justice, and individual rights as 
guaranteed in our constitution,” as Green described in their initial outline. The aim was to 
“show the audience the nature of their constitutional guarantees while at the same time we 
uncover in the very heart of our governmental system the difficulty and hindrances that are 
created against these guarantees.” They proposed to open with the “figure of Columbia 
blindfolded (some will call it Justice)” upstage intoning words from the Constitution and 
providing similar asides throughout the play. This device, adapted from the living newspaper 
format, gave them a working title, Columbia.380 
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Flanagan’s reaction to their outline showed several things: her sense of what would 
play, her desire to see the Project produce relevant theatre, and her realistic assessment of 
what would bring on the wrath of conservative politicians.  The idea is “thrilling!” she wrote 
Green, but there were two points she wanted him to think about. The first was that she 
believed most of the audience “literally do not know what the Constitution is,” or much about 
its evolution.  Secondly, “I am beginning to tire, and I think almost all audiences are 
beginning to tire of the typical capitalist arrayed against the noble worker.” Flanagan thought 
this was the flaw in Cradle Will Rock, and she told Green, “I should dislike to have your play 
fall into that category.” Flanagan urged Green to consider something he had said to her a few 
months earlier. A “free America” was a place where “individuals can develop to their fullest 
capacity,” and the Constitution was an attempt to safeguard that ideal.  There was a reason to 
do “labor plays,” she knew, but a historical play about the nation’s founding should have 
more ”epic sweep.”381  
Aside from these concerns Flanagan thought Green’s proposed play held great 
promise and set in motion plans for it to open in early 1938. Green and Weill heeded 
Flanagan’s political advice and revised their initial outline several more times. They added a 
fictional folk character whose experiences after the Revolutionary War would highlight the 
social problems that would be addressed with the adoption of the Constitution and Bill of 
Rights. Like John Borden in The Lost Colony, the “folk-hero” would communicate to the 
audience the ideals embodied in these documents and their responsibility towards it, “since in 
their keeping is the dream of a just and righteous government.”  Green and Weill discarded 
the initial title of Columbia, considered Sons of Liberty and eventually settled on The 
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Common Glory. Throughout the fall of 1937, Green and Weill struggled with to make the 
play dramatic and relevant.  They also disagreed about how music should be used, and Green 
came to think that Flanagan no longer believed in the play. Weill headed to Los Angeles to 
work on a movie, adding to the delays. The Federal Theatre finally cancelled the project 
when it became clear that the collaborators had moved on to other projects and were not 
going to produce a final script.382  
Green and Weill’s efforts to dramatize American history illustrate the challenges that 
a government-funded cultural agency would face. Should a national theatre produce a 
celebratory chronicle of American ideals of a democratic nation even when that nation was in 
crisis? Or should it use historical events to question society’s failure to live up to those 
ideals? Flanagan believed that the role of a national theatre was to do both, but that was not 
as easy to do as she hoped. “The very existence of the Federal Arts Projects indicate that 
constitutional rights of a very high order are being safeguarded,” Flanagan argued in her 
reaction to Green’s initial script for the Constitution play, which was a sidestep to the very 
real fact of censorship and the obvious denial of constitutional rights to some of the people 
she employed on the Project. Maybe she never resolved this paradox. In Arena, she wrote: 
“People will not come to the theatre for history alone any more than they will come for 
teaching or preaching or propaganda. They will come for many reasons and in many moods. 
They will come when, in the many forces marshaled for its creation, a play becomes a 
philosophic and poetic concept of the way a democracy can work.”383 
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The Way Democracy Sometimes Works 
 
In May 1938, as Flanagan implemented plans for regional theatres, festivals and 
historical plays designed to demonstrate the success of the jobs program and the value of a 
permanent cultural agency, the House of Representatives announced that they were 
reconvening an investigatory committee that had earlier looked at pro-Nazi and fascist 
organizations for foreign-influenced “un-American propaganda activities” in the United 
States.  The House Committee to Investigate Un-American Activities, which was the 
forerunner to the 1950’s House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC), had a new 
chair, Martin Dies, a young Democrat from Texas.  Chairman Dies also had an expanded 
mandate: to investigate propaganda with “domestic origins” as well as foreign. The previous 
iteration of the Committee had examined foreign influences on fascist organizations in the 
country, and two events precipitated its revival. These were the trial of an accused German 
spy and a riot in April between members of the German-American Bund and American 
Legionnaires in New York, both of which were viewed in light of events in Europe, 
including Germany’s annexation of Austria and the Spanish Civil War.384 
Martin Dies was well known among groups like the German American Bund for his 
anti-immigrationist position in Congress.  Dies linked lax immigration laws with labor and 
racial strife, citing the influx of southern and eastern Europeans after World War I who had 
introduced a different culture to the nation and created a clash between “American 
individualism” and “state socialism.” He was not alone in feeling that the extraordinary 
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economic and social turmoil of the 1930s was caused by subversive elements, a feeling 
which caused some people to lump fascism, communism and socialism together as potential 
origins. And indeed, the Dies Committee, when it began hearings some months later, spent a 
cursory amount of time on fascists before turning their focus to Communist activity in labor 
unions and in the federal government itself, specifically in the Federal Theatre Project.385 
Senator Bailey had used the Project as an example of ruinous and ineffective 
government spending, but he had also implied that some of the views expressed through the 
art were subversive.  In its secret investigations, the Dies Committee uncovered witnesses 
who claimed knowledge of subversive communist or socialist activities within labor unions 
or the government agencies who worked with unions, and within the Workers Alliance and 
its activities within the Federal Theatre Project.    
The Committee hearings quickly gained a reputation for producing inflammatory 
claims and accusations.   A typical witness was Hazel Huffman, who claimed to represent “a 
committee of theatrical workers on relief,” but who had been paid to spy on Flanagan by a 
New York WPA administrator who was suspicious about leftist activities. Huffman claimed 
that the Workers Alliance “dominated the Theatre Project,” that communist literature was 
regularly distributed, and that she had seen pictures of Lenin and Stalin in a meeting room. 
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She also claimed that Hallie Flanagan was using the Federal Theatre to “further communist 
aims.”386 
A number of Committee witnesses highlighted the fact that part of the Communist 
agenda in the United States was to organize African Americans and to end Jim Crow, 
subjects of particular interest to Southern politicians. The region was not only the least 
unionized part of the nation, but was also still home to the vast majority of African 
Americans, kept in menial jobs and disfranchised politically. Communist organizers and by 
extension, the use of the cultural front to popularize their agenda, was a major threat.  
Witnesses claimed that the Federal Theatre Project harbored these agitators. The witness who 
became the face of these claims was Sallie Saunders, a blond Austrian immigrant who was an 
actress on the Project.  Dies prefaced her testimony with the comment that the Committee 
was interested in the “racial question” she was about to describe because it related to 
“communistic teachings, practices and doctrines. Later on it will be developed that 
Communists are working among the Negroes in certain sections of the country, and that their 
appeal is racial equality.” 387 
Saunders related to the Committee that a black man involved in a production she was 
in asked her out on a date, and when she complained about this unwanted attention to the 
show’s director, he reportedly told her that the man had “just as much right to life, liberty and 
the pursuit of happiness as you have.” Saunders said that she then complained to other 
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women in the Project who offered no support but instead made fun of her.  After she 
appealed through a friend to Senator Pat Harrison of Mississippi, she explained, she was 
granted a transfer to another production. The image of the blonde actress fending off the 
sexual advances of a black man, an act seemingly endorsed by Federal Theatre radicals, 
became the highlight of newspaper accounts of the hearings.388 
Throughout the months leading up to the November 1938 elections, newspapers 
continued to report inflammatory claims from the witnesses at the hearings not only about the 
WPA arts projects, but also about communist activities by union leaders and federal and state 
government officials.  Newspaper editorials across the country weighed in, and Committee 
members contributed to the public’s awareness of the hearings through numerous public 
speeches and radio addresses.  Republican committee member J. Parnell Thomas, a fervent 
anti-New Dealer and the most vocal member of the Committee next to its chairman, linked 
“Bolshevism, Nazism, Fascism, and New Dealism” as the “four horsemen of autocracy.” 
address. The list of targets of the Dies Committee’s investigations grew exponentially to 
include not only federal agencies and labor unions, but also organizations such as the Civil 
Liberties Union, the American League for Peace and Freedom and the National Negro 
Congress. The manner in which the hearings were conducted led seasoned Washington 
observers to conclude that the gossip about a “‘Southern plot’ to discredit the left wing of the 
New Deal, to prevent a third term for President Roosevelt … and to build up the political 
reputations of the individual committee members” was at least partly valid.389 
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 Roosevelt finally spoke out against the Dies Committee in October 1938, when one 
of its members claimed that the governor of Michigan had Communist connections and had 
been “treasonous” in his handling of the sit-down strikes in Detroit the previous summer. The 
Committee, Roosevelt said, “had permitted itself to be used in a fragrantly unfair and un-
American attempt to influence an election.” Dies retorted that the Administration had 
conducted a “well-planned campaign of misrepresentation, ridicule, and sarcasm … to 
discredit the investigation.” Even the moderates began to weigh in on the public debate. The 
Daughters of the American Revolution decried the hearings as an attack against those 
dedicated to reform, which if followed through, would have to include the nation’s founders. 
“Your investigation appears to be using the taxpayers’ money in an attempt to discredit the 
New Deal and its public agencies,” the Daughters charged. Other organizations defended 
Dies, including the Veterans of Foreign Wars, whose director complained of a “deliberate 
campaign of ridicule” against the committee and commended Dies for his courage.”390  
In North Carolina, author Thomas Dixon of Leopard’s Spots and The Clansman fame 
and Raleigh radio commentator Frances Doak sparred about the matter in the Raleigh News 
and Observer. Dixon repeated the charges of communists in the Theatre Project, claimed that 
Flanagan taught at Vassar in the winter and in Moscow in the summer, and insisted that 
Vassar College was communist because it had turned a “young Baptist girl from North 
Carolina” to atheism. Dixon’s claims prompted Doak to write Flanagan asking for 
information to refute him, which Flanagan gladly supplied to her. Doak sent Flanagan’s 
response to Dixon and the newspaper, noting that she was “glad to see the Federal Theatre 
Project function so well.” Dixon replied with his own letter to the paper. Flanagan’s letter 
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acknowledged that she had studied in Moscow, Dixon observed, repeating the charge in case 
readers had missed it before. He was “glad to learn that she no longer studies in Moscow.” 
He granted to Doak that not all of the Federal Theatre plays were radical, but still maintained 
that “the production of original Communistic plays is a gray horse of another color.”391 
The Dies Committee’s attack on the Theatre Project was just one aspect of the 
political battle between southern Democrats of the anti-New Deal alliance and President 
Roosevelt. For his part the President was busy attacking his Southern Democratic opponents 
on their home turf. In June 1938, news leaked of a report under preparation by the President’s 
National Emergency Council that labeled the South the “Nation’s No. 1 economic problem.” 
Much of the data in it came from the University of North Carolina’s social science group led 
by regionalist Howard Odum. Moreover, the University’s president, Frank Graham, chaired 
the report’s advisory committee. Roosevelt hoped the report would galvanize white Southern 
liberals and weaken those conservatives who were up for re-election.  The Southern 
candidates targeted by Roosevelt used the race issue to appeal to white voters, and the cry of 
states’ rights and sectionalism — the antithesis of a regionalism that united the nation — 
returned to the public debate.392  
Although Bailey was not one of Roosevelt’s targets, his rhetoric was typical of the 
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conservative response to the President’s attacks. The South should be left to solve its own 
problems in the “Southern way,” Bailey proclaimed in front of an audience of young North 
Carolina Democrats in Raleigh in the midst of the 1938 campaign. The region, he said, 
“would prefer no …progress whatever to a progress that would dilute our Southern Saxon 
civilization.” He went on to warn Roosevelt, echoing his words on the anti-lynching bill: 
“We will always have a white man’s party in the South, and the moment the national 
Democratic Party is captured by politicians who do not allow for this, we will find our way.”  
This outburst prompted the Raleigh Times newspaper editor to express surprise that Bailey 
had joined the ranks of southern demagogues and to ponder what the Senator meant by the 
“Southern way.” Might it be the way that led the region “to its present unenviable rank—last 
in educational facilities, lowest in income and per capita wealth, first in sharecropping and its 
attendant evils,” he wondered.393   
Roosevelt’s attempt to influence the primaries was described by opponents as “as an 
attempt to “purge” the party, a word which quickly became the descriptive term for his role, 
deliberately inviting comparisons to Hitler’s consolidation of power in Germany in 1934 and 
pressure of the Czechoslovakian government in the summer of 1938. Note the “parallel 
headings” on the front page of the paper, New York representative John O’Connor explained 
in a radio address: “Jail 44 Diplomats in Hitler’s purge,” and next to it, “FDR Boots 2.” 
There seemed little difference, O’Connor charged, who was a target of Roosevelt’s attacks. 
“The President’s frank appeal to have only yes-men in Congress,” he claimed, “is a challenge 
to our established system of representative government,” and “an escalator to a dictatorship.”  
The WPA was depicted as the beginnings of a national propaganda machine that would help 
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Roosevelt consolidate power like Hitler had done.  Roosevelt’s direct attack on Southern 
conservatives failed completely in the November elections, and Republicans gained more 
seats.  The elections strengthened the Republican-Southern Democratic anti-New Deal 
coalition in Congress.394 
In December 1938, Flanagan appeared before the Dies Committee, which had resisted 
letting anyone from the Administration testify.  She sensed this was a political attack but was 
determined to remind Congress that the Theatre Project had helped the unemployed regain 
their pride and brought millions of Americans a brief respite from their economic troubles. 
While the Committee was focused on “un-American activity,” Flanagan boldly declared that 
she was fighting “un-American inactivity” by putting people back to work.  This pugnacity 
characterized the rest of her testimony. In several hours of questioning, Flanagan laboriously 
explained the good work done by the Project and patiently refuted claims made by the 
witnesses about the Workers Alliance and Communist activities.   
A lengthy exchange with Democrat Joseph Starnes of Alabama about workers 
theatres culminated when he noted that she had described the such groups as having “a 
certain Marlowesque madness.”  Is “this Marlowe” a Communist, Starnes wanted to know, 
prompting laughter from observers. Flanagan attempted to explain that she meant the English 
playwright Christopher Marlowe, but this additional information did not help Starnes, who 
demanded, “Tell us who this Marlowe is, so we can get the proper references.” Flanagan’s 
response — “Put in the record that he was the greatest dramatist in the period of 
Shakespeare, immediately preceding Shakespeare,” — further aggravated the anti-elitist 
sentiment among conservatives like Starnes. 395 
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Flanagan’s testimony ended in an exchange with Dies in which neither conceded 
ground to the other. At a draw, Dies finally called a recess.  He refused to let her continue 
afterwards. Her testimony, which was not covered nearly as widely in the press as the earlier 
testimony of witnesses against the Federal Theater Project, was also not included in the 
Committee’s final report, leaving the charges about the Federal Theatre Project to stand 
virtually unchallenged.   
By the time that the Dies Committee concluded its hearings in late December 1938, 
public polls showed that at least sixty percent of the country thought the Committee should 
continue its investigations. Even the moderate New York Times noted in an editorial which 
questioned the Dies Committee’s methods that it had succeeded in exposing  “the 
hypocritical nature of the pretended Communist eagerness to preserve our traditional 
American democracy.”396 
After her experience with the Dies Committee, Flanagan pursued the regional work 
with greater determination, to demonstrate the Project’s value in an increasingly heated and 
hostile political climate. The plan for the coming year, she told her state directors, was to 
make sure that congressmen heard from their constituents about beneficial Federal Theatre 
activities. “Contrary to recent hearsay testimony given before an apparently attentive 
Congressional committee,” she wrote, “less than 10 per cent of all the plays done by Federal 
Theatre have dealt with the contemporary economic situation.” She would not back down, 
emphasizing that dramatists in a democracy wanted to write about “economic and social life” 
and that since the Federal Theatre was “itself the result of an economic situation,” the agency 
would continue to produce such works. Such work was only a small part of Federal Theatre 
                                                                                                                                                  
 
396 Taylor, American-Made, 426; “Mr. Dies Reports,” New York Times, Jan. 5, 1939, 16. 
 
   236 
activities, and she told the state directors that the greater effort needed to be focused on 
developing material based on “local and regional aspects of American history and 
contemporary life” and extending the reach of Federal Theatre nationwide through regional 
centers and touring companies.397  
The Project would use the Manteo model: “This then is the design for the new season: 
Five regional theatres, … each developing its own festival center, each stressing, first, new 
American plays, and second, classical material appropriate to the region,” Flanagan wrote.  
For the Northwest region, a Paul Bunyan festival at the Works Progress Administration-
constructed Timberline Lodge in Oregon; for the Southwest, an historical play called Spanish 
Grant in Los Angeles; for the Midwest, the Lincoln series of plays; and for New England, a 
“progressive historical play” in Boston in which the audience would move between historical 
locations to see scenes enacted on the spot where each event occurred. The South would have 
Sand in Your Shoes in Florida to commemorate the anniversary of DeSoto’s landing, a series 
of classical French plays in New Orleans, and The Lost Colony in North Carolina.398  
 
Problems with the Regional Model 
 
In the fall of 1938, Flanagan wrote to North Carolina state Federal Theatre director 
John Walker about his latest report.  She was pleased with the progress the community drama 
units were making with local support, but she was concerned that few of the units were 
producing plays of a local character. “I wonder whether our directors are really studying their 
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various towns and trying to do plays which bear some relation to the community plan so 
successfully launched by Professor Koch and Paul Green?” she asked Walker. Flanagan felt 
that the national office had pushed this point over and over, but that little was getting 
accomplished.  She expressed this frustration in a draft memo to all of the regional and state 
directors.  “How many … local or state directors really follow the suggestions you give them 
to study their states and … devise plays about them,” Harry Hopkins had asked her, she 
wrote.  “I feel that I have pressed this point so often and to so little effect that I am 
discouraged,” she went on.  Out West there was talk about a cycle of plays about the Oregon 
Trail, but nothing yet done; while the East, Midwest and South regions were “enthusiastic” 
about plays based on the Writer’s Project state guide series, “yet nothing happens.”399 
Flanagan noted that she did not care about how well state directors pleased the 
various WPA state officials.  “This is not a bureaucracy but a theatre project,” she said, and 
we have to have a plan “with emphasis on local and regional material, on new plays.” 
Flanagan knew without asking what part of the problem was, and she alluded to it near the 
end of this draft memo. “I realize … that you are confronted by the necessity to take in 
money to cover other than labor costs.” Audiences did not flock to productions of new works 
or local material as readily as they did for better known works.  
 Walker’s report acknowledged the issue in North Carolina. A community group in 
Wilson had done an evening of Paul Green one-act plays that had not been well attended, a 
fact that Walker, a former student of Green’s, loyally attributed to “poor production.” He 
noted that the Wilson group’s next play was to be the ever-popular Little Women, with which 
they hoped to “redeem themselves in the eyes of the community.” North Carolina newspaper 
                                                
399 Hallie Flanagan to John Walker, Nov. 22, 1938, FTP-NA; Hallie Flanagan, “Rough Draft to Each Regional 
Director,” c. 1937, FTP-LOC. 
 
   238 
columnist Nell Battle Lewis’ comment about hoping that The Lost Colony would not be 
about tenant farmers, also reveals why community theatre directors might be reluctant to 
pursue local subjects. Whether it was a case of local material being too familiar and boring to 
audiences, or the plight of the tenant farmer and other working class characters too 
depressing for an evening’s entertainment, or the lack of capable playwrights to produce 
strong and compelling drama, this disconnect between the expectations of Project national 
leaders and the programming decisions of unit directors suggest that the idea of regionalism 
was more compelling to the cosmopolitan world of New York audiences than it was for 
audiences in the regions.400 
 Flanagan’s push to do more local material led Josef Lentz, the Federal Theatre 
regional director for the South, to visit North Carolina. He had paid little attention to the state 
in his short tenure as regional director because he considered the professional units more 
important to the Federal Theatre’s goals.  He made his first visit to the state in December 
1938, where he met with state director John Walker.  Of the eight community projects in 
North Carolina, some did not have broad community support and were not attempting to get 
it, in Lentz’s opinion, while others had done much better. The latter group included a unit in 
Wilmington that had a robust membership and had already assumed part of the Federal 
Theatre director’s salary.  Also, the city government was committed to the renovation of an 
historical theatre building for the group.  The situation was similar with the Raleigh Little 
Theatre unit. A season of four plays and an opera with additional workshop productions was 
set, and construction was underway on the new building.401 
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Lentz was particularly impressed with the black group in Raleigh, who inspired him 
to consider a black adaptation of an antiwar drama that he had directed in Florida, If Ye Break 
Faith by Maria Coxe. The play featured six dead unknown soldiers from World War I who 
return from the dead to describe the horrors of war and urge the world to resist another one. 
Lentz thought that the play might translate well into “negro dialect” accompanied by black 
choral groups. He tried to describe the potential he saw for a community theatre that could 
draw from a range of people within the community when he wrote to Maria Coxe, the play’s 
author, for permission to adapt the work. “Some of these projects are no good at all others 
have a definite future for a rebirth of community drama sans the ‘little’ part of Little Theatre, 
meaning, as you well know, society actors and actresses,” he told her. “I think I stumbled on 
something really great to do with your play. The Negro director in Raleigh, Joseph 
Christmas, whose name now is all that it sounds, is doing a swell job.” Lentz thought he was 
capable of successfully managing the production.402  
Lentz promised Walker that he would try to negotiate reduced royalties for plays that 
the amateur community units could do. This was a perennial problem for the community 
drama units. Project funds could not be used for royalties, so the local organization had to 
pay them. In addition, some playwrights would not allow their work to be produced by 
amateurs. Both conditions limited the material available to the community units. Among 
other recommendations, Lentz proposed closing the weakest units in the State, which 
prompted a caution from Flanagan to make “no cuts which would interfere with future 
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productions of Lost Colony.” Despite the uneven quality of the community drama work in 
North Carolina and its small contribution to the business of employment, Flanagan wanted to 
keep a presence there because it could lead to the permanent national theatre that she wanted 
to establish. She wanted to keep the Project linked with the successful Lost Colony, and also 
to support Koch and Green with their attempt to get a new theatre at the University.403 
The latter project was moving forward. University President Graham’s appropriation 
request to the state legislature in 1939 included funds to restore faculty salaries to pre-
Depression levels and to add new positions.  In addition, there was a list of new buildings 
including one for “dramatic arts, to serve the whole state through such projects as the 
Roanoke Island Lost Colony.” Graham’s argument for appropriating the full amount 
requested was the need to be “democratic,” to keep the state university “within the reach of 
all the people of the State, as an investment in leadership, general prosperity, and the cultural 
and spiritual well being of the whole people.”404 
In addition to the production and training institute at Manteo for the summer of 1939, 
Koch and the drama department were also planning to support a similar endeavor in 
Asheville.  The city had started a summer theatre the year before and local leaders were in 
consultations with Koch about construction of an outdoor theatre and a University sponsored 
summer institute. These plans mirrored Manteo but also would complement Asheville’s 
Rhododendron Festival, an annual music event, and its plans to promote the area to tourists. 
Koch spoke glowingly of the potential for Asheville to be an “Oberammergau of the Blue 
Ridge and Smoky mountains.” Paul Green would write a pageant, he told an Asheville 
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audience, which would be a “drama of the history and romance of the mountain country and 
its people.”405  
 
“In behalf of Americanism” 
 
Even as Asheville city officials made enthusiastic plans to expand their venture into 
the arts with the support of federal programs, their senator, Robert Rice Reynolds, joined the 
conservative alliance.  With his re-election in 1938, Reynolds, like Bailey after his re-
election in 1936, was safe from voter retaliation and now moved to oppose Roosevelt.   
Robert Rice Reynolds (1884-1963), who was descended from some of the first white 
residents of western North Carolina, was not part of the more famous Reynolds tobacco 
family in Winston-Salem.  Reynolds was a mediocre student at the University of North 
Carolina, where he was active in football and track and left in his senior year with a varsity 
letter but no degree.  Besides sports, Reynolds loved traveling, something he did throughout 
his life.  His nickname in college was “Cattleboat Bob,” which he acquired after convincing 
eight fellow students to travel to Europe by working on a cattle boat.  Reynolds enrolled in 
law school at the University, but it appears that he never took a class. Eventually he passed 
the bar exam and went into practice working on criminal cases with his brother in Asheville.  
A natural storyteller, Reynolds excelled at courtroom presentations, leaving the legal details 
to his brother.406 
Reynolds’ storytelling abilities and charm earned him a significant political victory in 
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1910, when he won the district attorney seat from a Republican in a Republican district.  He 
entered state politics in the 1920s, running for lieutenant governor in 1923, and for the U.S 
Senate in 1926.  He lost both elections but gained significant name recognition.  He tried for 
the Senate again in 1932, running as a “wet” in favor of repealing Prohibition. He supported 
enforcement of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act, blaming big business for the Depression. He 
also called for an end to all immigration into the United States, alleging that aliens took jobs 
away from Americans, and that there were “too many bomb-throwing racketeering foreigners 
in this country now.” Even though he was wealthy, he dressed in old suits and worn-out 
shoes, portraying himself as a poor man campaigning against wealthy elites. He conducted a 
statewide campaign out of an old Ford roadster, driving from one appearance to the next. As 
he neared town, he would stop and drain the radiator, so that when he drove up to the crowd 
waiting for him with the car smoking, he could claim that he could not afford to keep it in 
shape.407  
Reynolds was forty-seven years old when he won his Senate seat in 1932, although he 
gave the appearance “of a boy of twenty,” according to publisher Jonathan Daniels of the 
News and Observer. He was, Daniels noted, “an erect, vigorous man. There is no paunch. 
There are no jowls.” In the Senate, Reynolds became friends with Democrat Huey P. Long of 
Louisiana, who he had met years before.  Like Long, Reynolds became known for his 
rhetorical flourish and demagogue tactics, earning a description from a reporter as “by 
temperament a cross between a carnival broker, a shell-game operator, and a traveling 
salesman.” As he had with the legal profession, Reynolds was not eager to engage with the 
details of law-making.  He spent much of his time as Senator socializing and addressing 
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constituent demands, and little on studying pending legislation.408   
Unlike the cautious and resistant Josiah Bailey, Reynolds was at first an avid New 
Dealer, telling a State Democratic Convention in 1934, “We hear much of Communism, 
Socialism, regimentation, and loss of rugged individualism,” but, “I fear none of these … 
there is nothing in the New Deal to cause alarm.” In his first term, he voted with Roosevelt 
on every piece of New Deal legislation, but departed from the President and the Democratic 
Party line on immigration issues.  He forged alliances with Martin Dies and Joseph Starnes in 
the House on this subject, introducing multiple bills to restrict immigration and deport aliens.  
None of these bills passed, but it was something that inspired the rare floor speech from 
Reynolds, who once gave a two hour tirade on the subject.409  
The major area where Reynolds disagreed with Roosevelt was foreign policy, and it 
was this area that helped precipitate his break with the President over the New Deal in 1938. 
A staunch isolationist, Reynolds voted against the President on issues like World Court 
membership and neutrality legislation. Reynolds, who had continued his youthful wanderlust, 
was one of the most widely-traveled people in the Senate and often absent for extended trips 
abroad. Immediately after winning reelection in 1938, he left for a six-week European trip.  
Upon his return he talked to reporters about his impressions. He found the economies of 
Germany and Italy in very good shape and the idea of war in Europe ridiculous, because, he 
felt, there was nobody left who could effectively fight Hitler.  The United States should stay 
out of other country’s affairs, he said and stop its “hate wave” against European dictators.410  
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Reynolds had spoken approvingly earlier in the year about Germany’s annexation of 
Austria. His perspective was not an isolated viewpoint. In the early 1930s, many Americans 
had a sympathetic view of the National Socialist movements in Italy and Germany because 
they saw the regimes as standing up to communist movements. By 1938, this perspective was 
being questioned as the Nazis threatened violence within their own country and in 
surrounding countries. Reynolds’ remarks led to newspaper accounts that painted him as a 
pro-Nazi sympathizer.  Reynolds maintained he was not un-American, but criticized 
Roosevelt for supporting Great Britain and France, countries that in his view had failed to 
pay their war debts and which he feared would drag the United States into another war.411   
 Like Martin Dies, Reynolds equated immigrants and resident aliens with ethnic 
minorities.  Reynolds joined the chorus of Congressmen who objected to more relief 
spending because he believed that states with more nonresidents received greater relief 
money.  New York, which had the “biggest foreign element in the country,” received the 
largest per capita amount of federal relief, according to Reynolds, while North Carolina, 
which had the “finest, purest racial strain in the nation,” received the lowest. In January 
1939, Reynolds created the Vindicators Association based on an idea he purportedly got from 
Martin Dies, to communicate his views on isolationism, immigration and subversion.  He 
used the Association’s newsletter, the American Vindicator, to spread the word about his five 
point plan, which began with “keep America out of war,” and ended with “abolish all isms 
except Americanism.” The remaining points urged the country to limit immigration, register 
aliens and deport “alien criminals and undesirable aliens.” His focus in the first newsletters 
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was anti-communism, which caused even more speculation about his preference for fascism. 
Undeterred, Reynolds claimed that “We’re for 100 per cent Americanism and against war. 
Everybody is.”412  
Reynolds soon joined the conservative alliance.  So too did Representative Clifton 
Woodrum of Virginia, head of the appropriations subcommittee that oversaw the WPA 
appropriation. The news of his defection hit just before the new Congress convened in 
January 1939,  “amid signs of independence not seen in the legislative branch for six years,” 
according to the New York Times. “I favor decentralization of relief and want to see the 
Federal Government get out of the picture as speedily as possible,” Woodrum told reporters. 
The issue of government debt was still there, as was control of the Democratic Party as 
politicians worried that Roosevelt would run for a third term in 1940. The growing power of 
Mussolini, Hitler and Stalin made some politicians think that Roosevelt could become a 
dictator should he win. This added to the idea that there was a leftist popular front in his 
administration, a concern heightened by the allegations made in the Dies Committee 
report.413   
Fiscal conservatives sensed that there was growing support to cut relief spending, 
while social conservatives charged that the Works Progress Administration had been used to 
campaign for Roosevelt supporters in the election and to promote communism through the 
Workers Alliance. In 1935, when the WPA was created, communists were just one part of the 
broad spectrum of Popular Front ideologies that supported Roosevelt’s New Deal policies. 
Now Roosevelt’s opponents singled them out as transgressive and anti-American, and to 
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apply the same label to many of his initiatives. When Congress convened in January 1939, 
one of the first items up for consideration was a supplemental appropriation for the WPA for 
the current fiscal year, the same issue that had set Senator Bailey to his dramatic reading the 
year before. This time, there was open opposition and the House cut the requested amount by 
$150 million. After a bitter fight in the Senate, the measure with the cut passed, marking the 
first time that Congress failed to fully support the President on the matter of public relief.414 
Congress turned its attention to the matter of the budget for the coming fiscal year. 
Pending in the Senate was a bill that would withdraw all federal funds from the WPA 
professional projects, and in the House a bill that would eliminate all work relief and send the 
funds as direct aid to the states.  In March, Woodrum announced that the House 
appropriations subcommittee would undertake a broad investigation of WPA spending 
practices, especially on the arts projects.  He dispatched special investigators to gather 
information about employment practices, expenditures, and competition with private 
enterprise. They were also charged to examine the Federal Theatre’s play choices, interracial 
casts, and labor activity, especially the Workers Alliance; areas previously examined by the 
Dies Committee. 415 
Woodrum’s decision to stage another public display of government waste and 
subversive activity in the WPA came after the Roosevelt Administration started its own plans 
to reorganize the relief agency.  Those plans, which involved transforming the WPA from an 
emergency measure to an established part of the government, would have ended the WPA’s 
independence, returned a measure of control to the states, and reduced the amount of federal 
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investment in the arts projects.  Administration officials had also seen the response to the 
charges leveled by the Dies Committee, and even as Woodrum began hearings in April, they 
had likely decided to abandon the arts projects to save the rest of the program. The WPA 
administrator hinted at the likelihood in his testimony before the committee in May, in which 
he noted that, “I am quite willing to admit that these projects are capable of improvement,” 
and further that, “it is my intention to proceed with administrative measures to remedy 
certain defects in their operations.”416  
Despite this conciliatory gesture from the president, Woodrum pressed on with the 
hearings, calling on the special investigators who visited the Arts Projects and some of the 
witnesses who had testified to the Dies Committee. Once again, leading questions and 
selective testimony produced material for sensational headlines. Amid reports about wasteful 
spending, unfair competition and communist propaganda, congressmen and reporters found a 
new topic — the “salacious” nature of Federal Theatre productions. This was a convenient 
cudgel, as congressmen found they could simply recite play titles to make this point. One did 
so on a CBS radio program, reading a long list of titles such as Bill of Divorcement, The 
Bishop Misbehaves, Just a Love Nest, and Up in Mabel’s Room as proof that taxpayers were 
funding “vulgar and villainous activities.” Reynolds pressed his attack simultaneously in the 
Senate.  He read from an anonymous letter about wasteful spending on theatre productions in 
an exchange with New York Senator James Mead.  “This letter should be of particular 
interest” to his colleague, Reynolds commented, because “the center of the theatrical interests 
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of America is in the once-upon-a-time melting pot of the world,” the city of New York.417    
When the House passed a relief bill in mid-June, they stipulated that no funds could 
be used for theatre projects. As Federal Theatre advocates turned to the Senate to press their 
case, Reynolds focused his criticism of the WPA arts projects on what he claimed was their 
pernicious ability to spread communist doctrine. The Theatre Project, he declared, “is being 
used by clever Communists to spread throughout the land their doctrine of destruction of 
American institutions.” Under questioning Reynolds admitted that the Federal Theatre 
Project presented some “good” plays. He noted especially its assistance with The Lost Colony 
in his home state, which he was confident that “no one with communistic leanings is … 
connected with that project,” and expressed regret that it might have to lose support in order 
to stop those which were “spreading communistic propaganda.”  Reynolds did not have to 
reach far to demonstrate that the Federal Theatre was full of communists, citing previously 
submitted charges against Flanagan and reviews of Federal Theatre plays in Communist 
publications.418    
Reynolds charged that the Federal Theatre produced “putrid plays” with insidious 
content to lure people into watching communist propaganda. These are plays “that definitely 
bear the trade-mark of ‘red’ Russia; plays that were spewed from the gutters of the Kremlin,” 
he declared, and suggested that some of the titles should convince Senators that “the 
Communists mean business” and “are using to the fullest extent the funds of the American 
taxpayer … to strangle the taxpayer when they have finished rifling his pockets.”  He then 
proceeded through a long recitation of play titles and interwoven comments: “We will start 
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off with The Mayor and the Manicure before going to see A New Kind of Love; and … we 
can Be Sure Your Sex Will Find You Out. Then, after we are found out, we can be A Boudoir 
Diplomat, from which we can go to Cheating Husbands; and, once this palls, we probably 
might enjoy Companionate Maggie.” There is no doubt, Reynolds declared, that 
“communists are disguising their red pills with salacious coverings so as to lure, like a siren, 
all those who can hear.”  
It was a fact, he concluded, that, “through such material the cardinal keystone of 
communism—free love and racial equality—is being spread at the expense of the God-
fearing, home-loving American taxpayer.” Reynolds then revived the image of Sally 
Saunders, the actress that Federal Theatre directors “attempted to persuade … to have a date 
with a Negro.”  He reminded his audience that Saunders told the Dies Committee that one 
secretary, “Trudy Goodrich,” told her that she “went out” with them, meaning Negroes. 
Reynolds observed, “Do you think the American taxpayers would approve of our financing 
Trudy in her pursuit of happiness with whatever men of whatever color she might choose, 
under whatever condition and in whatever gutter might please her?” Trudy was a member of 
the Workers Alliance, Reynolds noted, the “buzzard that picks the bones of the unfortunates 
on relief,” and it was no surprise that the “communistic-controlled organization” was more 
active in the Federal Theatre than anywhere else in the Works Progress Administration 
because, “through the stage the propaganda of Stalin may be widely spread.” Remember, he 
warned, that it was “a play by Voltaire” that started the French Revolution. “That is why the 
Communists have ‘muscled’ into the Theatre Project.”419  
Flanagan sent appeals out across the country to ask Project supporters to contact their 
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senators, including the North Carolina cohort. She urged Green and Koch to write to 
Reynolds and Bailey without saying that the request came from her. She told them that while 
it was a “death struggle” she believed that the Project had an “amazing and growing support 
in the Senate.” She telegraphed Koch for help with the cited plays: “One act play “Romeos 
Four Wives” produced by our Kinston (North Carolina) project listed as salacious and 
indecent on floor of Senate. Please air mail special immediately information on this play, 
favorable press and your own comment.” Green and Koch pitched in, air mailing positive 
reports about the Kinston play, and posting telegrams to Bailey and Reynolds: “Federal 
Theatre means much to North Carolina. Please save it.” The publicity director for The Lost 
Colony assured Flanagan that D. B. Fearing, a state senator and Manteo promoter, had 
contacted Congressman Lindsay Warren and Senators Reynolds and Bailey. The last, he 
reported, that “arch-enemy of the projects and progress,” had sounded supportive but, 
“underneath it we still saw the same die-hard.” Reynolds’s prompt reply to Koch was a 
qualified message: “You may rest assured that … the Federal Theatre will be given my most 
thorough and careful study and consideration,” and, “I appreciate more than I can tell you the 
benefit of your views.”420  
Early on the morning of June 29, one day before the end of the fiscal year, the Senate 
approved a spending bill that restored funds for the Federal Theatre Project. Bailey voted for 
the measure, while Reynolds voted against it. But when the conference committee charged 
with resolving the differences between the House and Senate bills met, House members stood 
firm on eliminating the Project. Even though Roosevelt called it “discrimination of the worst 
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type,” he signed the bill rather than jeopardize all WPA funding. Reynolds, like other 
conservative congressmen who had targeted the Theatre Project, was quick to sing his own 
praises.  “Red Theater Killed,” he proclaimed in the American Vindicator, where he proudly 
claimed that he was the “first to take the Senate floor” to eliminate the “Communist-ridden 
WPA theater project.”421  
 
Still Regional Pioneers 
 
Like many others, Koch was surprised at word of the Theatre Project’s abrupt end. 
“We were all really shocked to get the news of the final fate of the Federal Theatre Project,” 
he wrote Flanagan, noting that while Reynolds in particular had phrased his response to 
Koch’s appeal “in a very politic manner,” he was still surprised by the Senator’s vehement 
opposition. “I guess that’s ‘just the way people are,’” he observed, “especially in politics.” 
Still, he assured her, she should be satisfied with “your truly remarkable achievement.” The 
Project, he said, was “an important chapter in the history of our American People’s Theatre 
in the making.”422   
Because of her interest in Koch’s program as a regional center, Flanagan had kept 
Koch connected with the Project as a “regional advisor,” paid him a symbolic “dollar-a-year” 
salary, and provided him with a Federal Theatre-paid secretary and a budget for telephone, 
telegraph services and travel. Koch had just published another volume of student plays that 
demonstrated folk drama’s regionalist perspective. American Folk Plays included twenty 
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plays from students in North Carolina and from Koch’s summer playwriting classes. The 
subject matter covered eighteen states, Canada and Mexico, and ranged in time from the 
“early days of the Spaniards in Florida to the tragic plight of refugees from the Dust Bowl of 
Texas,” Koch wrote in his introduction. The plays included “dramas of the gold-rush days of 
the old West, of the spare ways of New England folk, of gentle Mormon people, of child-
like, excitable Mexicans,” he noted, as well as “cowboys,” “prairie farmers,” and 
“fisherfolk.” There were comedies and tragedies, a “Negro ritual drama from Georgia,” and a 
“drama of an Oklahoma outlaw,” among others.  What the various plays had in common, 
according to Koch, was a playwright “native of the region about which he writes; the people 
in his play are his own people.”  A regionalist perspective, perhaps but there was still the 
problematic issue of white and middle-class student representations of the “folk,” writing 
these plays. For Koch the authenticity lay in the regional claim. The plays were “written 
honestly,” by playwrights who depicted “people well known to them.” Taken together they 
contributed to a “living theatre of the people worthy of our American dream.”423 
The University of North Carolina drama program appeared to be on a different 
trajectory than that of the beleaguered Federal Theatre Project. In addition to The Lost 
Colony and the proposed summer institute in Asheville, the department had more students 
each year and more demands on its faculty.  Only progress on the new theatre building 
lagged, and Flanagan’s inability to deliver on her promise of Federal Theatre support was 
disappointing.  After the spring 1938 “lucky four leaf clover” meeting in Chapel Hill, 
Flanagan had tried to develop a partnership between the Project and other WPA agencies to 
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construct theatre buildings. This idea never went anywhere, because of WPA retrenchment 
and Congress’ antipathy for the arts projects consumed the agency’s administrators through 
the remainder of 1938 and into 1939.  
In August 1938 the University submitted a list of forty-one construction projects to 
the state legislature for approval, all of which required a commitment of state funds to secure 
matching federal funds. The theatre building was the last item on the list. “Let us hope that 
the ‘last shall be first,’” Koch’s son commented when he reported the news to his father in 
Banff, Alberta, where the elder Koch was teaching summer school. “The governor has called 
a special session of the legislature to consider the projects,” he continued. “Let us pray!” 
Their prayers did not work, as the legislature ultimately approved only two projects for the 
Chapel Hill campus – a new building for Howard Odum’s social sciences and a medical 
education building. Like congressmen, state legislators viewed the arts as a luxury, and as 
such, they would have to wait. President Graham promised Koch and the Rockefeller 
Foundation that he would find a private donor for the theatre building, and Koch kept the 
idea in front of him.  As 1938 ended, Koch sent Christmas greetings to the University 
president along with word of new theatres at Amherst College and the University of 
Wisconsin. He also sent him a United Press article “on the plans for a great festival theatre to 
be built on the campus at William and Mary College at Williamsburg.” All of this was 
information for your “crusade for an adequate modern building on our campus,” Koch noted. 
“We mustn't let Virginia get ahead of us Frank – after our twenty years of pioneering in the 
South.”424 
In addition to the University President’s commitment for the building, Koch had more 
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plans in the works. The University had two more years to meet the Rockefeller Foundation 
challenge grant, and he was busy planning a regional dramatic festival the following spring.  
Even as he commiserated with Flanagan about the Federal Theatre’s demise, he appended a 
postscript to the letter with an invitation. “We’ll be counting on you … for our big American 
Folk Drama Conference and Theatre Festival,” he wrote. “I wonder if you can’t bring a 
group of your Vassar Players with a new play.” Flanagan would join a cohort of theatre 
people in Chapel Hill for the week-long festival who came from college, regional and 
professional theatre.  The event was a showcase of the great potential for a Southern regional 
theatre. There would be plays from every Southern state, sessions on community theatre, 
religious drama, Negro drama, radio drama and more; work Flanagan had supported with the 
Theatre Project for four years.425  
Throughout the summer of 1939, supporters lobbied Congress to reinstate funds for 
the Federal Theatre, while the Project’s administrators rushed to close operations and find 
jobs elsewhere in the WPA for some of the Project’s eight thousand employees. This effort 
was limited by confusion about Congress’ intent. Ultimately WPA administrators concluded 
that “any general transfer of personnel” to recreational or educational projects would be 
subject to question as an evasion of the intent of Congress.” The North Carolina community 
drama projects escaped this ruling because their amateur status was deemed so similar to 
recreation activities. Community drama directors like Joseph Christmas and Martha Mathis 
were transferred directly to the Works Progress Administration Recreation program where 
they continued some of their work under the direction of another Playmaker alumnus, Joseph 
Brown. The Congressional edict against theatre work covered all WPA programs, so the 
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directors were limited to conducting classes and staging the occasional “impromptu” play.426  
The sudden cancellation made the situation of the nine Federal Theatre actors on loan 
to The Lost Colony uncertain. The Project notified Manteo that the actors could not be paid 
by federal funds after mid-July, even though the production was scheduled to run through the 
end of August.  North Carolina representatives, including Senator Bailey and Congressman 
Lindsay Warren, lobbied for an extension of the Project through September 1, precisely to 
protect The Lost Colony.  The debate continued in Washington through the summer, but 
when it was over, WPA administrators believed that the approved legislation left them no 
option to pay the workers, and the local supporting organization in Manteo paid their 
salaries.427   
From Flanagan’s perspective, the North Carolina projects were an “experiment in 
native drama,” which were praised in the state’s newspapers, but the state’s “junior Senator 
played a leading role in destroying” it, she wrote a year later. The regional work in the South 
had produced projects like The Lost Colony and the new theatre at the University of North 
Carolina.  The latter would be a resource for “the community, the state and the region,” she 
believed, and thus still demonstrate the viability of her plan. The effort to get the building 
approved as a Works Progress Administration project was still in the works, she reported. 
“Those of us who worked on it should realize that it does not matter through what agency 
plans finally get carried out.” And evoking Green’s theme of continuity, which had always 
appealed to her, she ended, “Other colonists will come.”428 
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Limits of the Regional Idea 
 
On June 30, 1939, the Raleigh Negro Unit presented its gospel version of the anti-war 
play If Ye Break Faith at John Chavis Memorial Park, an African American public park built 
by the WPA.  Joseph Christmas directed with the musical assistance of Nell Hunter, the 
North Carolina Federal Music Project assistant director who had worked with him on Heaven 
Bound. Except for The Lost Colony, which would open on July 4, Christmas’ musical was the 
last Federal Theatre Project production in North Carolina. 429 
Both productions showed the promise of regional themes in American theatre, but 
Jim Crow and the South’s conservatism presented Hallie Flanagan and her regional partners 
with challenges that the Federal Theatre Project was not able to overcome.  Flanagan’s 
forthright position on the WPA’s anti-discrimination clause and the Project’s Popular Front 
approach to confronting the nation’s social problems had been direct challenges to the 
entrenched white power structure in the South and thus an ideal focus for conservative 
southern politicians who wanted to limit the reach of the New Deal.  
The primary fight with Southern conservatives had highlighted how Odum’s concept 
of regionalism was entwined with a mythical idea of the Old South as a nation. The South 
was not really one among a group of regions, but a section in resistance to changes 
happening in the American nation. A section dominated by a white elite that applied the 
mythical idea of a South to preserve its dominance.  Odum had hoped for an idea that would 
unite the South with the nation around geographical and seemingly cultural constructs in 
order to oppose divisions along race and class lines.  But the idea of the South was structured 
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on inequities of race and class that invited conflict.430  
The conservative attack on the Federal Theatre, led by Southern conservatives, 
demonstrated how regionalism would not work as a unifying concept for a national theatre as 
long as the South continued to diverge from the other parts of the country.  Regional and folk 
themes in art could present the discrepancies in American identity between the ideal and the 
reality of race and class discrimination, but could not resolve them. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
In November 2011, as the country avidly followed the activities of Occupy Wall 
Street, New York Times theater critic Ben Brantley noted a new interest in the working 
classes among upcoming productions. A new revival of Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman, 
the 1949 play about the tragic fall of the title character Willy Loman, was about to open. The 
revival joined a number of new plays that featured, as Brantley termed it, the “99% of the 
Occupy slogan, the ordinary working and middle class people of the country. Willy’s an 
ordinary man, his wife Linda explains, and ‘not the finest character that ever lived,’ but, she 
insists, ‘he’s a human being’ and ‘attention must be paid to such a person.’”  
Brantley observed that the Occupy people, like Miller’s iconic salesman, “want 
attention paid to them.” And the theatre was doing so. Among other new plays, Brantley 
cited a work-in-progress at the Public Theater: Let Me Ascertain You: Occupy Wall Street, 
which was based on interviews conducted at the Occupy site in Zuccotti Park.  The subject of 
class seemed to be enjoying something of a revival, Brantley noted, as dramatists once again 
recognized that, “when the dialectic of the haves and the have-nots becomes that of the seen 
and unseen, it translates naturally to live theater.”431 
Brantley’s observation could just have easily described Frederick Koch’s interest in 
folk drama and Hallie Flanagan’s promotion of social problem plays in the work of the 
Federal Theatre Project. Both of them understood the dramatic potential in this dialectic of 
the seen and unseen. Their efforts to construct an American theatre — a body of dramatic 
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work that defined the American experience — were rooted in the belief that the struggle by 
disparate groups of people to share in the nation’s democratic ideals would be a defining 
factor of that art.  Koch, Flanagan and their fellow theatre directors in the little theatre 
movement were attracted to the idea of regionalism as another way to conceptualize the 
dialectic of nation and people. When Flanagan organized the Federal Theatre Project she 
relied on a regional structure both as a physical model and as an aesthetic construct of 
inclusiveness.   
Neither folk drama nor the Federal Theatre Project achieved an inclusive American 
drama in the 1930s because the theatre artists involved were never completely free to pursue 
dramatic interests alone. Flanagan was constrained by the politics of a relief program and by 
politicians who had never agreed to a government-funded art that posed questions about the 
nature of American society. Theatre in general “looks dangerous and depraved” to officials, 
Brooks Atkinson observed after the Project was abolished. He speculated that perhaps that 
was why the Theatre Project was singled out, because “Everything it [the theatre] does looks 
like a threat against established institutions and standards of decency.” Flanagan’s vigorous 
defense of a “free, adult, uncensored” government theatre gave opponents a convenient 
cudgel with which to attack all of Roosevelt’s relief programs. Her attempts to apply WPA 
nondiscrimination regulations in hiring and audience composition also quickly distinguished 
the Theatre Project from the other arts projects. African Americans were sure they knew why 
Congress abolished the program. “Behind all the squawking and beefing,” observed a 
reporter identified as “Showboat” in the New York Amsterdam News, “is seen the hand of the 
irreconcilables who never intend to allow the Negro to attain prominence in any given field, 
especially if he is placed on a par of social and economic equality with his white 
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contemporaries.”432  
In North Carolina, Frederick Koch could promote plays about tenant farmers and 
blacks and argue for the validity of every group to tell its own story, but he could not 
integrate casts or audiences.  In 1940, looking back over twenty years of “folk playmaking,” 
Koch recalled that the theatre had come a long way from the minstrel show and 
melodramatic depictions of the “southern Negro” in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a standard of the 
old stock companies. White and black playwrights since then had brought realistic black 
characters to the stage, and to a degree, that work now had an acceptance that had not existed 
before.  Koch could point to the growth of drama programs in Southern black and white 
colleges, and how black troupes regularly presented their work at the University, if not on 
equal social footing as white groups. “The Jim Crow sentiment of the old South is gone,” 
Koch declared in this 1940 speech, an observation perhaps intended to demonstrate the 
degree of acceptance for black artists and black education in the South, which had improved 
from what he had experienced when he first arrived in 1918.433 
Koch left it to others to point out the flaws of folk drama. The genre did have the 
potential to bring “sincerity and freshness” to the stage, noted William Peery, one of the co-
authors of King Cotton, in a critical essay. But Peery thought there had been a tendency in 
Koch’s program to overlook potential hazards. For one thing, folk drama, in its attempt to 
“preserve the past—not as history but as a living anachronism,” could also be used to “block 
progress,” and “to deny contemporary life.” In addition, Peery observed, newer generations 
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of college students were removed from the subject matter. They are the “product of the 
consolidated school,” he noted, and of “radio and cinema,” who tended to treat folk subjects 
as colorful material; contributing to a tendency to “write down” to folk subjects and 
producing a “condescending” rather than sympathetic portrait.434 
These efforts to discover or produce an indigenous, unique American theatre — from 
civic pageants to folk drama to regionalism and Flanagan’s plan for a national, people’s 
theatre — lacked a sense of full inclusion. All of these ideas about races, cultures, heritage, 
blood, ethnic groups and regional culture, were still white visions of a white nation, where 
African Americans, Native Americans, and other minority groups played supporting roles. 
The efforts within the Federal Theatre to promote black, ethnic, and regional drama were a 
significant step toward a different vision but limited precisely because the Project’s directors 
did not imagine the nation in a different way from which it was configured at the moment — 
a society defined by the experience of white men and increasingly by wage labor and 
corporate capitalism. 
There is an immediacy about live performance, in which actor and audience come 
together physically and emotionally, which makes the event more suggestive than the written 
word or painted image.  Lauren Sklaroff suggests that this immediacy made the Federal 
Theatre Project seem more radical than the other arts projects and therefore “more 
threatening.”  She observes that theatre was an “arena that lacked a protective shield against 
the dissemination of political opinions.”  Steve Wilmer argues that drama is important in the 
development of and challenging of national identities because the presentation of “national 
values” gains “immediate communal support or rejection” from the audience. The theatre, he 
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suggests, can be a “public forum in which the audience scrutinizes and evaluates political 
rhetoric and assesses the validity of representations.”435 
Theatre and cultural historians are interested in the Federal Theatre Project because 
its records offer a way to explore competing ideas of American identity in the 1930s. From 
the subject matter on the stage to the ways in which artists interacted with politicians, there is 
a wealth of material to draw on, including personal accounts from those involved. In addition 
to looking at the national perspective, the Project’s massive archive offers a glimpse into 
regional and local history. While some scholars have explored the Theatre Project’s activities 
in the South, there remains more ways to consider the experience. Federal Theatre artists in 
Georgia, Alabama, Louisiana, Florida and in North Carolina — the southern states with the 
most activity — dealt with issues of race and class under Jim Crow amid the debate about the 
role of government in peoples’ lives, including art and education. The Project’s records are 
especially important because they preserved the voices beyond that of national leaders: of 
Southern African Americans in the case Joseph Christmas and his colleges in the Raleigh 
Negro Unit, and of working class whites in the case of Martha Mathis and the residents of 
Manteo. 
In a similar way, the activities of the Carolina Playmakers at the University of North 
Carolina deserve more attention.  Beyond the well-studied life of Paul Green and works that 
examine the role of the University in the state’s progressive image, a fuller study of the folk 
drama movement within the state will expand our understanding of the dynamics of relations 
across race and class lines. Douglas Abrams and William Chafe, among others, have 
examined how North Carolina politicians and business leaders used progressive rhetoric to 
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position the state as moderate but which served to obscure harsher realities and blunt claims 
for equal rights. Glenda Gilmore’s Defying Dixie and Charles J. Holden’s The New Southern 
University question the image of the University of North Carolina as a progressive and 
enlightened place in the Jim Crow South; and John Chapman’s dissertation, “Black Freedom 
and the University of North Carolina, 1793-1960,” addresses the topic of race and class in 
Chapel Hill. The Playmakers are often cited as part of the University’s enlightened attitude 
towards race relations, suggesting that the theatre they produced deserves more study.436 
There is more to art than the work itself. There is the activity of producing the art, and 
in the case of theatre, part of the art is the interaction between the performer and the 
audience.  It seems then that both the act of creating the art and the process of performing 
reveal things about the society in which the art was produced.  Artists, suggests Studio 
Museum in Harlem director Thelma Golden, provide a space bigger than people can imagine 
in their daily lives, and allow a community to “talk about ourselves and to talk to each other.” 
She argues that art shows a community “how to look and where to look.” The art of an era 
performs the same function for the historian, suggesting “how to look and where to look” for 
ways to consider the past. Beyond the subject of the art itself is the process of creating and 
performing, and how that occurs and who is involved in the process also reveals important 
aspects of the particular moment.437 
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